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Research summary
This thesis is concerned with minority children reading picturebooks. The 
research question privileges pupil voice on the question of the everyday 
experience of learning to read at school. It explores minority children’s 
interactions with the picturebook at school, from their own perspectives. The 
research also considers children’s identifications and disidentifications with 
themes and characters in multicultural picturebooks. The overarching theoretical 
approach focuses upon viewing reading as a social practice, and on foregrounding 
the materiality of the book as an object for study, as well as upon seeing children 
as social actors. The study is distinctive in its use of participative methods. The 
research design included a peer research element, where older children were 
trained to take on the role of interviewer. Fieldwork consisted of one year of 
qualitative research in a multicultural central London primary school. The main 
findings were unexpected; the children reflected in complex ways upon the 
organisation and hierarchies of reading they encountered at school, and reading 
was a practice highly fraught with emotion. Books were used as a site for 
resistance, and agency against adults, messages in the books themselves and what 
the children saw as desirable ‘not’ to be. Race and friendship are two key 
dimensions negotiated by the children in their discussions of multicultural book 
illustrations with their classmates. Many children in the research did not speak 
English at home, and narratives about faith, language, and migration were 
significant in the children’s constructions of their own subjectivities built from, 
and projected onto the books we read.
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A note on interview transcripts 
I have attempted in transcribing to retain the words and phrases used by the 
children, keeping any grammar or word order inconsistencies as they were 
articulated at the time. Given the significance of non-verbal aspects of 
communication, transcripts are often accompanied with additional fieldnotes 
which describe what I could see as well as what I could hear. Particular features 
intended to make transcripts Clearer are:
-Bold text used when the speaker put particular emphasis on a word or phrase.
- [Phrases in square brackets and italic foni\ indicate non-verbal aspects of 
communication, e.g. [points at the house in the picture].
- [Phrases in plain text in square brackets] are for clarification of what a 
participant is saying or a comment related to something said earlier in the 
interview e.g. T m  going to go there [to Bangladesh].
-Gaps or silences are denoted by [pause] or [long pause].
BOLD AND CAPITALS when something was said loudly, and with emphasis on 
the particular word.
A note on participants 
The children are described in data excerpts by their ethnicity and age in order to 
provide clarification over who is speaking. Given one of the topics of this thesis is 
children’s identity, the way in which this was recorded needed to be carefully 
considered. The children’s heritage is presented using the words they used to 
describe themselves. Some descriptions therefore are by nationality, such as 
Somali, others by a sub-group such as Kapampangan, a cultural and linguistic 
group based in the Philippines.
11 Introduction
1.1 Introduction
This thesis focuses on the processes and practices of minority children reading in a 
London primary school, and the significance of the place reading has in the setting of the 
primary school for such children. My research question situates reading, particularly the 
reading of picturebooks, in the wider context of the lives of children. The thesis explores 
the practices of reading and learning to read, ethnicity, identity and the school setting. 
Reading in this research offers a lens into children’s lives both in and out of school. This 
thesis is also concerned with the power to categorise, and significance of ethnic and racial 
factors in relation to the process of reading and learning to read in school.
Questions of ethnicity and identity in children’s experiences of themselves as “readers” 
are at the heart of this thesis. I am concerned with exploring the constellation of issues 
which come together specifically from children’s perspectives, their place in the school 
and wider context, and the implications these issues have. These include: faith and 
ethnicity, reading and attainment, schooling and friendship. These elements combine in 
different ways to illuminate the research questions. The research is based on qualitative 
approaches and presents data generated with young children aged six to seven and ten to 
eleven about what meanings they make of the books they encounter in school, and the 
characters in them, and of reading itself. Data is drawn from ethnographic fieldwork 
which took place with children over one school year in a multicultural primary school in 
inner London.
I begin by defining the terms used in this study. I then consider the issue of reading and 
failure, as it is framed in media, policy and school discourses. I argue that the dominant 
“familiar” ordinary and conventional picture we have of children reading is at odds with 
my personal experiences of observing and talking to children about reading, and reading 
with them at school, both in the role of teacher and researcher. I map the journey I have 
travelled to arrive at my research question- from the initial moment of realisation that 
children had much to say when given the time do so about reading picturebooks, through
2possible avenues and wrong paths.
In the remainder of this chapter, the history of reading policy and its intersections with 
the significant figure of the “poor reader” are considered, in order to indicate the 
standpoint and context from which this research departs. At the core of this thesis is an 
interest in the child, as meaning maker. The research therefore interweaves ideas of the 
agentic child reader with broader policy aims. The ways minority children fit into this 
picture is a key concern. I look at reading, and how it is seen through various conceptual 
frames, finally making explicit the theoretical stance I take. I also theorise books as 
artefacts, and discuss the book and reading as significant in their own right. I position this 
research within the Sociology of Childhood, and consider what viewing the research 
activity from this vantage point offers. Drawing upon these points, I make clear that this 
project is concerned with researching children, and emphasising the significance of 
children’s perspectives is discussed in this section, along with the theorisation of 
children’s identity in the literature. I lay out the aims and objectives of this research, 
finally ending the chapter with an outline of the rest of the thesis.
1.2 Definitions
Minority children
I have chosen to refer to the children in this thesis as ‘minority children’ rather than 
“ethnic minority”; only some in the sample have ethnic minority status. Another suitable 
referent could be “disadvantaged” or “marginalised” but I reject these as problematic, and 
also because they imply the children are in deficit. The children’s combined socio- 
economic, religious, refugee, and special educational needs nevertheless intersect in 
different ways so that some of the children fit all these categories, others only one. 
Different factors create a range of forms of marginalisation.
I avoid the use of the category ‘migrant’ children, as I agree with Tyler, (2012) and 
Jayasinha, (2011) who argue that ‘migrant’ has the potential to become a negative label 
for minorities, since it flattens out and homogenises people’s identities. For example 
individuals, who have lived in England for three generations, may still be referred to as
3‘from Bangladesh’, which begs the question of when they can “stop” being migrants. 
Reynolds (2008), however, suggests that children who have migrant status are not 
positioned as such by schools, and that far from being a negative label for minority 
children, it is a useful one. This, however, fails to consider the important issue of ways in 
which “migrants” position themselves, Gardner (1995).
Children
For the purpose of this study, I take children to mean those who are of primary school 
age, from five to eleven years old. Academic work on the history of childhood reveals 
controversy over the nature of childhood and its place in the world of adults 
(Cunningham, 2006). In the context of this thesis, however, it is the debates about 
agency, its constraints, structure and the application of such discussions to ‘children’ in 
the social sciences which are important (Qvortrup, 2004, Prout and James, 1990).
Reading
Reading is a familiar activity in our social world. It is something we know and have 
everyday practice of in ‘the West’. The association of picturebooks with childhood and 
children learning to read form well recognised, unremarkable connections. To explore 
children’s reading as a situated social practice, develop the sociology of children reading, 
and also consider reading as an act in sociological terms represents new concerns which 
challenge this routine familiarity. The ways in which children enact their agency around 
reading “the picturebook” is the subject of this thesis, and the aim is to make innovative 
connections between the sociology of reading and the Sociology of Childhood. This is 
discussed in more detail later in this chapter.
Reading is a highly transferable, even vague term; I look to the word’s historical roots for 
a definition. Howe links the Anglo-Saxon word raed (cited by Boyarin, 1993) with the 
Old High German word ratan which means ‘to give advice or counsel’ (p. 187). It is only 
in our time, in the Western world of late modernity, that reading has become a solitary 
and a silent activity for the most part (Postman, 1994). Historically, reading was a 
collective shared activity where only small numbers of people in a community held the
4skill- largely for religious purposes- and developed it through religious training. Reading 
aloud happened as a communal activity in such settings. It was a collective activity and 
had additionally "public" implications (Vincent, 2000, Damton, 1986, McKitterick, 
1990). Reading is considered as a social practice in this thesis (Brice-Heath, 1983, and 
Street, 1984). It is also noteworthy that only since the mid to late nineteenth century has 
reading been seen as something for “everyman” and even more recently “everywoman,” 
let alone all children. It is only very recently that reading became an individual activity, 
and proficiency in reading became officially tested and entailed significant implications 
for the individual.
In today’s world, reading is at the very core of school success; it is at the heart of being a 
‘successful’ pupil. It has enormous implications for the individual’s achievement in the 
late modem world. Gow (1990) indicates the existence of reading ‘traditions’ and 
emphasises how some cultures conceptualise reading in entirely different ways to those 
dominant in schools in the education of young children in the west. He discusses 
‘othered’ literacy practices which are not recognised by schools. Gow draws attention to 
how narrow a construct the ‘proper’ reading act is- individual and silent reading is 
hegemonic within dominant global discourses maintained in classrooms and schools, and 
‘other’ approaches are devalued. The issue is one which is of direct relevance in a study 
of children from a range of cultural backgrounds with varying approaches to and. 
assumptions about literacy, the ‘book’ and the ‘word.’
There are also powerful ‘scientific’ discourses which focus on the reading brain, or more 
controversially on its connection with ‘intelligence’- however that is defined. Recent 
work on dyslexia from within the field of psychology and neurology (Snowling and 
Hulme, 2005, and Beaton, 2004) offer powerful examples. Such accounts, however, have 
the capacity to silence other approaches, because they are regarded as representing the 
‘truth’ in the psychology, educational, policy and lay literature. This literature does not, 
crucially, claim to ‘know’ what occurs in the brain as we read. Notably, the focus of 
scientific interest in reading is upon reading malfunctions rather than ‘normal’ reading. 
Despite the power and dominance of such discourses in the world of educational policy
5makers, I do not consider these in detail in this research. The focus is on the social 
practices of children reading.
The materiality of the book for the purposes of this study refers to aspects of the book’s 
physical appearance. This includes the book’s “book-ness:” the illustrations, text, the 
front and back covers, the pages and the feel of them, as well as the weight, colour and 
texture of the book (Boyarin, 1989, Collins, 2008, Sipe, 2008). I aim to examine the book 
as a cultural product, disrupting what is taken for granted and everyday within the social 
world of the school. In addition, within school the book is used as an unquestioned 
artefact for the practices of teaching children to learn to read. I am not interested in the 
materiality of the book suspended as an art object, divorced from its social setting as it 
sometimes is by those such as Styles and Watson, (1996) and Kiefer and Cummins, 
(1999) but rather in the way a specific group of people- minority children- in a specific 
setting-school- interact with the materiality of the books prescribed for them. The 
significance of reading as a social process and books as social artefacts are key to this 
research.
I focus on children’s early and emergent reading in this thesis, and how in this context, 
books are a social product, embedded in the social context of the classroom. Making the 
book visible prevents us from assumptions where teachers and parents, as well as 
researchers, implicitly see books as culturally valuable, pedagogical tools assumed to be 
intrinsically emotionally nourishing for children.
Picturebooks
This research is concerned with social processes involved in children reading 
picturebooks. Given one of the aims of this thesis is also to explore identity, I chose 
picturebooks to act as ‘trigger materials’ (Troyna and Carrington, 1990, p.9) for talk 
about gendered, ethnic and national identities, since the books I read with the children 
present people from different places, with different skins, and dress, and who are depicted 
in non-Western settings. I had recognised the uses of picturebooks as a focus for study 
from previous research (Scherer, 2005, Scherer, 2009) on the representation of the child
6in picturebooks. Children there talked about ethnic identity in relation to what they read 
off from picturebooks. Sighing, Oluwadara, a five-year-old (self-described) Black British 
girl, when asked if there was anyone like her said: to f course not, there are no brown 
people in these stories!' (Scherer, 2009, p.30). In that research I used books shortlisted 
for the Greenaway award for excellent illustration in picturebooks. I was struck by how 
all the children depicted in the shortlisted books were white. In the present study, I 
selected picturebooks deemed ‘excellent’ which had also won awards, in this case within 
different countries. This thesis brings together and explores the artefact of the 
picturebook with the children for whom these books were designed and marketed.
The artefact of the picturebook is the subject of much research in its own right (Styles 
and Watson, 1996, Hunt, 1994). In what can be a highly theorised area, there is a 
significant lack of focus or exploration of the ways children interact with books from 
their own perspectives. What children actually ‘do’ when they read is absent from the 
discussion. The issue of terminology is key in this field; what constitutes a picturebook is 
hotly contested in children’s literature studies (Nikolajeva, 2009). For the purpose of this 
research, I define a picturebook as a book where there is a synthesis between image and 
text, where one is not independent of the other, but rather to ‘read’ the book, you must 
‘read’ both words and pictures. This is differentiated from a book which is predominantly 
filled with text, where illustrations take up less of the available page space and do not 
need to be ‘read’ with the text (Sipe, 2008, Arizpe and Styles, 2003).
Policy on the use of specific children’s books in English schools is vague, and on 
multicultural books is effectively non-existent. The government has not shaped any 
policy on individual multicultural picturebooks. Voluntary organisations such as the UK 
Literacy Association and the National Literacy Trust advocate the use of multicultural 
picturebooks as part of the wider multiculturalism agenda, as enshrined in New Labour’s 
education policy (2006). The current coalition government under Cameron has not shifted 
or changed this aspect of the curriculum to date. It is through in-service and teacher 
training courses that multicultural books are promoted. The use of picturebooks is not 
directly embedded in policy, which only advocates: ‘children should compare how
7writers from different times and places present experiences and language’ (DflES, 2006, 
p.42). This remains the same in 2013, though it may alter with the incoming draft 
curriculum due to be implemented in September 2013.
Ethnicity and identity
It became clear both from working and researching in schools in inner city London that a 
focus on the ‘child reader’ was almost always a child who did not speak English at home. 
Experiences of diaspora, migration and bilingualism were the norm in these schools’ 
populations. Identifying as belonging to an ethnic minority for the children was also 
commonplace and everyday. Debates in contemporary research on race and ethnicity in 
the social sciences argue for ‘post-race’ thinking- which goes beyond the concept of race, 
as a now theoretically redundant (Song, 2011) concept within the social world. To work 
and research in such inner city schools has made me acutely aware that race, and thinking 
about race, remain very much a lived reality, and a salient feature for those whom it 
restricts, informs, and impacts upon in daily life. Therefore what I have observed and 
experienced concurs with findings in Ali’s research, (2003), and with St-Louis’ argument 
(2011), which suggest that thinking in terms of new ethnicities is significant for moving 
forward in the conceptualisation of ethnic identities, and moving beyond conventional 
and rigid racialised categories. Their arguments also suggest such categories nonetheless 
remain salient in the lives, and the talk of those who are bounded by them.
Returning to the terms: ‘race’ ‘ethnicity’ and ‘identity,’ much of the theory on race and 
racism has been generated and is theorised around social practices and empirical research 
in the world of adults. I want to explore the under-researched area of children’s meaning 
making about race in one situated practice; reading, in the context of the primary school. 
The aim is to see what new understandings this can produce for theory on reading, and 
how this entwines with identity and childhood, race and ethnicity. This study, however, is 
not concerned primarily with building theory on race, or identity, but rather from starting 
with what the children have to say about school and reading and working from that 
towards understanding the underlying perspectives that relate to race, identity and 
performances of reading. The use young children make of books for their identity
8formation is under-theorised and also understudied empirically, but offers rich 
understandings.
Having become familiar with the arguments involved, I find much of the contemporary 
work on identity theory and subjectivity divorced, or at least disjointed, from the world, 
and especially the talk of children (cf Butler, 1993, Foucault, 1975, Bhabha, 1994) if only 
in the terms in which it is articulated. I argue that it is not necessarily possible to map the 
concepts, theorised in relation to adults, onto the child, nor onto the ways the child is 
produced and produces themself as a social actor. This is the case even for significant 
work in this field (Butler, 1993, Foucault, 1975). This is not to dismiss such theory on 
identity, nor to suggest that children inhabit a separate universe or world from adults- far 
from it- their social context is informed by and enmeshed with the adult world. 
Nonetheless, children are distinct social actors, and I argue there is a lack of theorisation 
of minority children’s raced and ethnicised identities at school as readers. We can access 
these through research on them as readers if we work from what they say about 
themselves and take it seriously. Instead, in many studies theory is applied from outside 
children’s worlds. For example Connolly (1998) and Lareau (2003) apply Bourdieu’s 
theories of habitus and capital while George (2007) uses Foucault and feminist theory. In 
this way children’s narratives can be marginalised, and we can lose what they may have 
to say to contradict, or to uphold analyses about identity that emerge in previous 
literature.
Knowles (2003) among others (such as Solomos and Back, 1995, and Zeigler-Hill, 2007) 
argues ethnicity, like other parts of an individual’s subjectivity and identity is contingent, 
and perceived and experienced as embodied. Therefore ethnicity in the social world is 
fluid and shifting; it comes to mean different things at different times and in different 
contexts. ‘Ethnicity is manufactured through social processes underscoring both the 
personal and political landscapes on which lives are set’ (Knowles, 2003, p.39). She goes 
on to argue that subjectivity is ‘about modes of being-in-the-world; it is about forms of 
person-hood available to us; and it is about the ways in which the outside becomes part of 
our inside’ (Knowles, 2003, p.39). All (2003) applies this to children, suggesting that in
9the meanings they make of their own identities they have a limited range of dominant 
discourses from which to draw, that Knowles’ ‘forms of person-hood available to us’ 
(p.39) are in fact narrow, and that the hegemonic discourses of heteronormativity and 
whiteness in particular are hard to resist, and intractable.
I argue there are patterns of social discourse available to children that are distinctive, and 
while influential, they offer affordances- they provide opportunities to resist, to reframe 
and to invent as part of the children’s positioning and production of self in the social 
world. There is also evidence of the ways in which children are constrained by these 
discourses. Children in this research can be seen seeking to reconcile the contradictions 
and paradoxes in the discourses available to them. Their resources are distinct forms of 
dialogue and ‘ways of being’ which employ childhood frames of creativity and 
imagination, as well as through their own stories, of themselves and of home.
I argue the data discussed in this thesis show children make investments in specific 
positions and identities. As Hollway (2001) suggests, the investments the children make 
in identifying for example as Black, or as Sudanese have affordances for them, although 
they might not be explicit, and may work at least partially at an unconscious level. If we 
‘question the investment in that position [albeit] non-rational, non-unitary, that is the 
nature of subjectivity’ (Hollway, 2001, p.272) we can see the way in which, through the 
habitual return to such narratives, these narratives reconfirm themselves and offer a sense 
of coherence and of identity to the individual. I recognise such notions about identity and 
“being” go against some post modernist work- as Hollway herself does- I nonetheless 
want to reiterate that this is the approach I take, and to justify it through the data 
gathered, and through the emphasis on making the children’s voices central in this thesis. 
I explore through the children’s own narratives, how race and ethnic identity are 
understood, manifested and acted out in relation to books and reading at school in the 
lives of young children. That aim also involves a concern with how the characters in 
picturebooks are made meaning of- if at all- in terms of the children’s understandings of 
themselves, and the investments in identity this involves.
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1.3 Reading and failure
My personal experiences of children reading are framed through the tensions between 
what I observed as a teacher watching interactions between children and books, and 
representations in the media of children and reading where discourses of failure are 
common. A key incident occurred whilst I was teaching, in my previous role as a primary 
teacher. I observed anything but “failure” on World Book Day, April 2009, with my Year 
2 Class in a London school, of thirty boys and girls who spoke seventeen different 
languages:
It was a rare ‘off curriculum ’ day, so I  had a delicious sense o f not being rushed. 
We could take as long as we liked to read Lauren Child’s version o f the fairy tale 
The Princess and the Pea. As I  read, I  explained to the children that they could 
stop me and comment or ask questions about the book. An hour later, the children 
still leant forward and touched the pages, begged me not to turn the page, saying 
they had “seen something else” and “noticed something” in an illustration. I  
reflected afterwards on reading in this way- with time and where the children’s 
concerns were allowed to be paramount and flow freely- about what I  learnt o f 
their perspectives, and how they built on each other’s ideas in complex ways.
How the children interacted with and read this book, and the feelings this incident evoked 
are one of the key experiences which inspired and motivated this thesis; I was at this time 
considering drafting a proposal to the ESRC for doctoral work. The ‘literacy event’ 
(Brice-Heath, 1983, p.3) I describe in the excerpt above was an important incident in a 
long-running interest in researching children and reading. I gained insight into how time 
and space for children’s talk could facilitate positive interactions with reading.
The account of what happened in my classroom is placed in stark contrast to how reading 
is framed through the eyes of the media. Campaigns such as the London Evening 
Standard’s ongoing ‘Get London Reading’ (2010) campaign to tackle illiteracy is a clear 
example of the genre, and the issues at hand:
One in three children [in London] does not own a book.... This is a 
betrayal of our children - and of this great city. Find out how you can do 
your part to help teach London's children to read. It costs just 92p per day
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to give a struggling child a volunteer to read with them. Helping a child to 
read is a gift for life...what could be more important than that? (Greig, 5th 
June 2010, p.l).
Fig 1.1
The language used in the excerpt above draws upon connotations of charity, and models 
of deficits for some demographic groups. Though I do not intend to analyse it as a 
document, the implication that London children’s reading is in crisis is clear. The 
accompanying photograph is also indicative of a particular view of who is the ‘poor 
reader,’ a concept salient in the policy and practice literature.
We see a young Black boy sitting in orderly comportment in spick and span school 
uniform, reading against a backdrop of so many brightly coloured books. His ethnicity, 
and how it is positioned in narratives about reading and literacy is key to this research, 
and I discuss this further, both later in this chapter and in chapter two. There is a moral 
concern about the poor child reader which is linked with failure, deficit and notions of 
cultural and socio-economic poverty and different sorts of ‘capital’. This reading child is 
classed, raced, and placed geographically, as well as being positioned as less able. The 
underachieving child’s identity as Black and male is in the forefront of media and policy 
paradigms.
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1.4 The history of reading policy and the poor reader
In this section, I look through a different lens at reading in school, in order to explore the 
issue of children who fail to read. Who these individuals are, how they are positioned, 
and what, in policy and practice constitutes the poor reader is explored, as I map a brief 
chronology of the history of reading policy.
The first national reading policy was the Code of Regulations for Reading (HMSO, 
1845), which standardised and stratified reading, stipulating suitable texts and reading 
levels for schools. The most contentious nineteenth century literacy policy was the 
Revised Code of 1862, which put into legislature a ‘payment by results’ system where if 
schools did not perform well enough in reading, they did not receive funding. Schools in 
poorer areas tended to perform worse.
Post war immigration brought West Indian, South Asian and other ethnic minority 
children to be educated in British schools, and many were branded “educationally 
subnormal” (Coard, 1971). Consequently, the poor reader shifted from the poor white 
child to the poor Black child. Thatcher’s 1988 Education Act introduced the National 
Curriculum and league tables for schools, and OFSTED inspectors to monitor teachers 
and compare the progress of individual schools. The 1988 Act categorised the differences 
between poor and good schools, with little acknowledgement of their different intakes of 
children which might affect their reading levels.
Labour’s Renewed Framework (2006) is the most recent literacy policy to date. EAL 
(English as an additional Language) pupils feature highly in the policy framework- now 
the child who does not speak English at home is the ‘poor reader’ -  their academic 
progress continues to be monitored every six weeks by teachers. The purpose of this 
monitoring is in part to check whether- and when- they slip into the category of the ‘poor 
reader’1. The Department for Education’s 2013 draft curriculum is said to contain a 
greater emphasis on Speaking and Listening skills, which, the document argues are
1 This strategy for teaching children to read is the sole strategy used in the UK as stipulated by law. It 
involves blending letter sounds o f a word together through first learning their ‘sound’ for example ‘o ’ in 
owl and the ways ‘o ’ can be blended with other letter sounds such as ‘o i’ or ‘ow ’ to make words.
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crucial for EAL children to improve their reading and other literacy skills.
1.5 Contemporary concerns
Prior to commencing this research, I was shown statistics by an official in the borough 
where the fieldwork took place. The data were organised by ethnicity, for literacy as well 
as other subjects. Year on year, the results were worse for Black children, in particular 
boys, and the most striking aspect was that Black children began with the same 
benchmark results for tests in Reception (aged four) though their results steadily 
decreased as they progressed through the education system, with a strong angle of decline 
without plateau. It was therefore suggested by the same official that I look into the matter 
of why Black children- and boys in particular- continue to underachieve in literacy. 
Consequently, I began this research by addressing the literature on the poor reader and 
the broader issue of Black children’s attitudes and attainments in reading at school.
What became almost immediately clear fiom the literature on race and education was that 
to take an approach which says Black children are simply ‘underachieving’ feeds into 
discourses of conservatism, of blame-the-home or blame the child, or even blame the 
culture and the ‘race’ of the child for failure at school. There is little interest in looking at 
the ways in which schools assess, or the processes of discrimination in place in school, 
and reflecting upon how these impact upon the child (Blatchford et al, 1985, Ogbu and 
Simons, 1995, Fordham and Ogbu, 1986, Strand, 1999, Sammons, 1995). Such 
approaches on Black underachievement did not belong to an epistemological stance I 
wanted to take.
Conventional and conservative race and education theory argues the Black child is 
pathologised and positioned as the ‘’one” poor reader. There is no questioning of the 
lumping together of ‘Black’ children into one group, or how this group is defined. When 
a micro-level picture is examined, however, there are multiple and intersecting groups of 
poor readers, and, as we have seen from considering the history of the poor reader, in the 
UK since Victorian times, this shifts over time.
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1.6 Researching children’s reading: the view from the Sociology of Childhood
Research and policy work on literacy has not consulted children, and I argue doing so 
means we are forced to think again about ideas which children make salient, and how 
these are brought to bear on themes appearing in this research. I advocate a position 
which draws upon Vygotsky’s work, (1984) that we must start from where children are 
at. I aim not to assume an adult perspective that is ‘correct’ or ‘better’ but rather to listen 
to children and value their standpoints and narratives. This implies seeing children as 
young as six as interviewable- cognizant of what is being asked of them, and engaged in 
responding accordingly. The way the child and childhood is produced in literature, as 
well as in legal, policy and practice terms suggests older children are more able to tell us 
about what they think, than younger children. In this research, younger children are 
positioned as actors too.
Such an approach involves confronting a number of vested interests. One example is 
Verna Wilkins’ (2009), who established Black History Month in schools. She, and others 
who represent minority group interests argue minority children need to see characters that 
are identifiable and recognisable to them in schoolbooks. Financial restraint and 
commercial interests reveal the limitations on the processes of ensuring that relevant and 
appropriate books make their way into classrooms; Wilkins also runs a children’s book 
publishing company concentrated upon books that depict Black characters, though these 
texts are not commonly found in mainstream classrooms. I find such an approach 
problematic, as children’s perspectives are not consulted. I argue without consulting 
children about how they respond to the materiality and content of the book, theory cannot 
be built, and empirical evidence amassed, about children, identity and representation 
through and around reading books. Pupil voice is a key facet in this debate, but children’s 
‘voices’ are absent from it.
I argue children’s perspectives can inform policy and theory; if we can see and are 
willing to conduct research with children that is fundamentally dialogic (Bakhtin, 1981). 
Such an approach implies that we can learn from young children and enter into 
productive discussions with them about what they think is important. The research offers
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scope to listen, and to build theory, knowledge, methods and practice from what children 
know, and what they bring from their experiences (Street, 2012). There is still a lack of 
children’s perspectives in research on many aspects of their schooling. I believe children 
can provide fresh insight- on matters which affect them- in research and policy. I aim to 
focus upon not what we need to “teach” children or furnish them with in order that they 
become better readers, but to listen to their voices.
Piaget’s stage theory (1953) takes a central position against providing space for 
children’s narratives about their lives. Such an approach remains thought of as ‘true’ in 
policy and educational training paradigms, in evidence in the Primary National Strategy’s 
content (2006). Taking up such points blocks the notion that younger children are able to 
articulate themselves, and to reflect upon their lives, simply because they are not yet 
developed enough to do so. Children’s innocence pervades dominant Western narratives 
about childhood and underlies pedagogy and policy concerns (Renold, 2005). Children 
within such discourses are positioned as unformed; they are becomings, not beings in 
their own right, as critiqued by Uprichard, (2008) Mayall, (1994) and Lee (1998).
1.7 The school in this research
The research took place in an inner city London primary school, “Three Chimneys”, and 
it is not unusual in such a London Community school that ninety five per cent of the 
children in the research sample spoke English as a second language. There were forty- 
seven different countries of origin in the school population, the largest group from South 
Asia- Bangladesh and Pakistan in particular- though there was no one majority group in 
the school. Many of the children and their families experienced diaspora through forced 
migration due to armed conflict; the school population included children from Iraq 
(thirteen percent), Kosovo (six percent), and individuals from The Congo, Sierra Leone, 
Angola, Somalia, Sudan, Afghanistan and Syria, hence international emergencies have 
impacted directly or indirectly on many of these children’s lives. Access to Three 
Chimneys was made through an official contact in my previous post as a primary school 
teacher.
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1.8 Aims and objectives
I began with a central set of aims for this study. Once in the field, and through data 
generated, however, it became clear that these needed to shift. The nature of the findings- 
on race and ethnicity, diaspora and migration were significant and unexpected, therefore 
the initial set of aims was moderated, providing a more data-driven set of aims. The 
revised aims are:
-To explore minority children’s perspectives on picturebooks, and how 
picturebooks are employed in their social worlds, thus contributing to work in the 
Sociology of Childhood.
-To consider the ways in which minority children construct their ethnic and racial 
identities and subjectivities as readers, and how these identifications fit into the 
puzzle of the ‘poor reader’.
-To explore the taken for granted processes of children learning to read- and to 
value and interrogate reading as a phenomena- in primary school, with a focus on 
minority children reading.
- To listen to children, through foregrounding pupil voice, and develop 
perspectives that focus on their agency.
This research is not concerned with the sociology of adult reading. Radway’s research 
(1995) about women reading romance, and Long’s study on adult reading groups (2003) 
indicate reading ‘cultures’ which are fundamentally different, because adult reading 
groups are a matter of choice, leisure and consumption of literature through social 
networks. These concerns are far removed from the disciplining and disciplinary powers 
of the school where all children are told where, what and when to read.
Children’s reading at school is a process which is partly coercive: they must read at 
appointed times, if they do not, there are sanctions in place. School reading occurs in the 
midst of stratifications of ability groups in the classroom. It uses specific resources-
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picturebooks, a genre distinct from the novel, and from the focus of research on adult 
reading, or religious reading groups such as Boyarin’s work (1989) on a rabbinical 
reading group. Reading in school is enacted within the disciplinary space of the school, 
and this means the issues at hand are context-specific and childhood specific. Reading is 
about skills and performance; about the way children interact with something which is 
done as part of ‘schooling-as-usual’ (Davies, 1993, p.9).
1.9 Outline of this thesis
In chapter two, I identify themes in the literature which are significant to this study and 
critically engage with literature from a range of disciplines. I have drawn upon academic 
work from education, sociology, cultural theory, race and ethnicity, and picturebook 
research to inform my research. Chapter three considers methodological issues in the 
literature on the Sociology of Childhood, since part of what is distinctive about this 
research is the way in which the research and interviews were conducted. The research 
methods used in this study are discussed in light of relevant methodological and 
theoretical literature. Chapter three explores debates in the methodological literature 
around ethics, as well as issues of doing research with young children. The use of 
reflexivity is key and interwoven through chapter three, in order to reflect upon my 
positionality and the way in which the research progressed.
Chapters four to seven are the chapters containing empirical data. Chapter four is 
concerned with the materiality of the book, and the children’s Interactions with it. I 
outline what I observed when the children interacted with books. I also focus upon data 
which looks at whom children would like to read books about. Multicultural books and 
how children received them is analysed. The implications for how minority children use 
such books in their subject formation emerge.
Chapter five focuses on the children’s responses to the issue of what makes a good 
reader. They discuss what I have deemed the ‘properties of reading’- issues such as 
intelligence, practice and attitude. There are strong emotional implications which clearly 
emerge for the children as they reflect upon the stratifications of the classroom and of
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reading as a practice in a disciplining context. Chapter six is concerned with the 
children’s engagements with race and whiteness as they encountered non-white 
characters in the books we read in their interviews. They talked about race in a variety of 
contradictory ways around the books we read.
Chapter seven explores the children’s narratives and accounts of their lives at home, as 
well as migration and diaspora. These matters are highly politicised in the children’s talk 
about them. Data from mothers who talk about the importance of oral storytelling 
practices are foregrounded in this chapter, and we see the need for understanding literacy 
practices in a broader way than through a school lens of what literacy ‘is’. Chapter eight 
is a discussion of the findings and provides a conclusion to the thesis. I conclude that the 
children make meaning of the social world of the school through strongly delineated 
moral orders, where the materiality of the book is used as a site to work through their 
ethnic, racial and reading identities. New findings are discussed here, as well as what we 
learnt from making children’s accounts central in the research.
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2 Literature Review
2.1 Introduction
This thesis is concerned with the processes involved in minority children reading 
picturebooks in a London Primary school, and the significance reading has at school for 
such children. As indicated in chapter one, it aims to do this through making pupil voice 
central. The research question situates reading picturebooks in the wider context of the 
lives of children. Looking at children reading is a way into understanding how children 
perceive their own and others’ subjectivities. Knowles’ (2003) argument outlines how 
individual’s subjectivities, in particular around the construction of ethnicities, are slippery 
and also contingent. That ethnic and racial identity is perceived and experienced as 
embodied is central to the approach taken. I argue there are social discourses available to 
children, which we have already noted are distinctive and offer affordances. The 
representation of children of different ethnicities within picturebook illustrations that 
children encounter at school elicit talk about subjectivity, identity and ethnicity, and this 
chapter considers issues in research which has explored these themes.
There is an enormous volume of research related to children reading. There has, however, 
been little research on children’s reading from a sociological perspective, where social 
influences upon the child and their reading is the focus. There is even less research about 
reading from the child’s perspective, where the child is positioned as a social actor, 
competent to perceive and elaborate their own meanings of reading. The study of reading 
is spread across a wide range of disciplines. Children are referred to as distant objects, 
blurred out of focus, whilst the research lens focuses in sharply upon technical aspects of 
reading. In technical and socio-technical discourses from neuroscience and other fields, 
such as pedagogy and psychology, the voices of children are left in the margins, not part 
of ‘proper’ conversations about improving reading scores which dominate and drive 
research to find ‘cures’.
There are distinct strands of research on reading, and what I seek to do in this chapter is 
link these around the child and the practices of reading in the school classroom. What is
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critical here is the recognition that none of the research strands foreground the child. The 
book as a material object and how the child interacts with it is also absent from this 
literature, and more generally so is the book as an object of sociological scrutiny; perhaps 
because material aspects of the world are rarely foregrounded in sociological work. There 
is, broadly, a significant neglect of literature on reading as a social act in children’s lives. 
The figure of the child sits at intersections of the web that makes up reading in this 
research. Sometimes the child is “caught” in the web- part of the picture of reading, 
though silenced. Within the web of reading research, the reading of children from 
minority backgrounds is also neglected.
The figure of the child emerges from current literature on reading as a ‘measured’ child: 
measured through assessments and testing in the classroom, measured against national 
‘standards’ and averages, their own age related expectations, and other children in their 
classroom. Through sociologically analytical frames, we see both the failing and 
succeeding child emerge in the picture. The academic literature which informs education 
policy tells us, loud and clear, that it is girls, in particular middle class girls, who are 
‘good’ at reading (Coulthard and Nicholls, 1988, Corbett, 2005, UK Literacy Trust, 
2005). There is a quieter noise, which is more sinister in its implications, around groups 
who fail. For children who are structured as not “getting on” well with reading, classed, 
raced and geographically placed positions are evident in the literature. It is Black and 
ethnic minority children who are positioned as ‘failures’. Children emerge as silent, 
‘partners’ at best in the enterprise of learning to read. There is little sense that they might 
be agents in the process.
What little research has focused on children’s reading, and voices their opinions, is what 
James, Jenks and Prout (1998) refer to as a branch of research that ‘exoticises’ children. 
It positions children as inhabiting a parallel, separate world and set of customs from “us”- 
adults. Such research marvels at children’s ability to notice the aesthetic qualities of 
books, rather than examining reading in its own right and in an everyday school context. 
It also operates to separate children from the ‘real’ context of their lives. This research 
seeks to make children’s perspectives central. We see how, if researchers watch children
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reading and offer them the opportunity to talk about picturebooks, this can reveal the 
concerns, views and experiences they bring to their readings of books. This research aims 
to explore what is taken for granted in dominant discourses- the process of children 
reading at school- and illuminates our understandings of the ways they see reading and 
the sense they make of it.
There is a flood of research ‘on’ children. The silent partnership or objectification of the 
‘researched child’ is presented in much of the psychological, pedagogical and technical 
literature on reading; the Sociology of Childhood literature suggests this to be an unlikely 
scenario in reality (Corsaro and Eder, 1990, James, Jenks and Prout, 1998, Christensen, 
2004). I consider both research ‘on’ children, but also seek to foreground work from a 
range of disciplines which is ‘with’ children in the following sections of this chapter.
There is not a single, coherent literature which articulates the processes, practices, 
experiences and feelings associated with learning to read from children’s point of view. 
This is surprising given how central- in terms of time spent as well as breadth and depth 
of its application and implications- an experience reading is in the lives of children in 
mainstream school. Whilst other research created supporting beams and frameworks for 
this research, it is distinct in the ways it informs us about the phenomenon of the child 
‘reading’ and children’s perspectives on reading. Another core focus of this research is 
upon the ways in which minority children’s subjectivities, as framed through dominant 
discourses on race and ethnicity may be involved.
2.2 Outline of the chapter
I start by considering research which focuses on the “science of reading”, which includes 
research on phonics and dyslexia, not central concerns of this thesis, but issues which 
need to be addressed in relation to the broader scope of literature on children and reading, 
partly because of their salience and dominance in the field. I then consider the neglected 
issue of the book as a material object. I seek to frame and critique both approaches from a 
sociological perspective. Research on the materiality of the book has the advantage of 
drawing attention to the child interacting with the book; my work seeks to further shift 
that focus to how the child becomes the actor-child in this performance. The interactions
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between the child and the materiality of the book are one of the central threads of the 
research question.
In the following sections of this chapter, I look at the literature which examines the 
implications of race and ethnicity on the child’s educational experiences, which is 
dominated by work from the USA. I explore the ways in which this is problematic, and 
how we can shift attention to consider its applications to research settings in the UK. I 
consider conservative approaches found in the literature, and what can broadly be called a 
critical social science literature. Whiteness and reading is also considered. Following this 
I review what has been written about social class, gender and cultural capital in the 
context of the child as a ‘reader’. I pay particular attention to classroom ethnographies 
with pertinent findings on reading, ethnicity and identity. Consequently, I examine 
literature where the classroom is positioned as a site where ethnicity, gender and 
sexuality are done. Finally I consider debates about children’s agency. The aim is clear; 
to integrate different bodies of work so that the classed, ethnicised and gendered child 
emerges in the primary school in central London.
2.3 Reading research
I begin by looking at research on children reading which is framed through ‘scientific’ 
discourses. Research into the ‘science of reading’ focuses on technical strategies for 
helping struggling readers and on diagnosing reading problems. Broadly, this approach 
médicalisés the practice of reading, for example with brain scans, which identify parts of 
the brain used in reading- and concerns identifying what is “wrong” with poor readers 
(Beaton, 2004, Snowling and Hulme, 2005). Some of this medicalised work does require 
attention in this study, since we meet it in the classrooms that the children in the research 
occupy.
A key example which takes a technical approach is Goodman’s (1969) laboratory-based 
research. This resulted in his “invention” of a strategy frequently used today in English 
schools, ‘miscue analysis’ that is discussed further in chapter five of this thesis. Miscue 
analysis is a method used to quantify and assess children’s reading proficiency. Other
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research of this sort includes Clay’s (1993) which resulted in the ‘Reading Recovery’ 
programme used in UK schools. Reading Recovery operates as an early intervention 
scheme for emergent readers, designed to “right” the problems individuals are diagnosed 
with in their reading. Applying broad, overarching averages does not provide a micro­
level picture of the reading child, nor their opinions on the process of reading.
Rose’s research (2006) suggests a technical solution to reading problems- he extorts the 
value of teaching synthetic phonics to improve readers’ performance. Synthetic phonics 
is a strategy for learning to read based on sounding out and blending together letter 
sounds, for example looking at, repeating and thus learning groups of words with the 
‘ure’ sound in them, such as ‘sure’ and ‘manure’. Blocks of sounds are blended to build 
words. Technical approaches such as this have been popular with recent govemments- 
Synthetic Phonics was enshrined as the sole policy for teaching reading in 2007. The 
power of literature discussed in this section within schools is that it has implications for 
decision making on how and what children should read. This adds to the importance and 
value of my project, given it consults children.
Implicit in these scientific narratives are physical and mental ‘conditions’ which 
individual children are labelled with at school and which “stick”. The poor reader is 
labelled and categorised medically (Ingold, 1996) but is also pathologised, as poor 
reading is framed as an ‘illness’ or ‘disorder’ in these discourses- which needed treatment 
and intervention through a range of strategies- medical, pedagogical, and school-resource 
based.
Studies on reading that have consulted parents about their child learning to read or 
observed and judged the quality of the enrichment within the home life of children 
(Heath, 1983, 2012, Gregory, 1996, Gregory et al, 2012, Reay, 1998, Kenner, 2000, 
2006), include children’s experiences of reading as part of their research. Though most 
do not start from the child’s experience, the reading child is present in the research as part 
of the parents’ experiences of their children’s schooling. Such research moves away from 
directly ‘measuring’ children’s success, though all of the studies named above position
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the children as to whether they are ‘failing’ or ‘doing well’ in their reading at school- 
most are not positioned as successes. Pupils’ voices in such reading research are not 
permitted to speak for themselves independently, however. Children’s assertions and 
experiences sit alongside, intermingled with adult’s words, not allowed to speak for 
themselves.
Sociological critiques of psychological approaches such as Piaget’s (1953) outlined in 
chapter one, were launched in the 1980s. These offered different approaches to studying 
children. Pollard argued ‘laboratory based studies have led to a psychology which is the 
science of strange behaviour of children in strange situations for the briefest possible 
periods of time’ (Pollard, 1985 p. 151). Ethnographic approaches to understanding the 
world of education seek to permit and to value space for the voices of children who are 
the subjects of the ‘science of reading’ research. Such critiques have allowed for an 
accepted stance that sees pupil voice as valuable, and are at the heart of this study.
2.4 The “materiality” of the picturebook
Studies on children reading picturebooks- with or without text- represent a social 
approach to researching reading, and provide a contrasting tone to the ‘science of 
reading’ outlined above. Those which consider children reading, with a focus on the 
materiality of the book include Arizpe et al.’s (2009) multi-national project Visual 
Journeys. This study was concerned with immigrant children reading wordless 
picturebooks. It utilised texts such as Tan’s The Arrival (2007), which depicts a migrant 
journey of a family and all their belongings to a new space. Children who participated in 
the project were invited to ‘read’ the pictures, and they made meaning of their own lives 
and used their own knowledges to talk about the book, and position themselves within it. 
I place similar importance upon, and seek to observe closely how children read and 
interact with books in this project.
Within the field of the sociology of reading, I have found little which usefully frames the 
idea of children’s physicality with books, or the materiality of reading. Key texts within 
the Sociology of Childhood do not address the topic of reading, such as Corsaro (2011),
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Wyness (2006), and Prout and James (1990). Studies in the social history of childhood 
such as Aries (1996), Cunningham (1991) and Hendrick (1997) do not focus in any depth 
upon children reading, which is surprising, given the central role in early education 
occupied by learning to read. Damton, in his history of the book (1986), focuses on many 
aspects of reading, but not learning to read when we are children, when most of us learn. 
In the context of picturebook research, the two most relevant studies to the present one 
are Children Reading Pictures: Interpreting Visual Texts (Arizpe and Styles, 2003) and 
Talking Pictures (Watson, and Styles, 1996).
Children Reading Pictures argues children are capable of making ‘sophisticated, engaged 
responses’ to picturebooks (Arizpe and Styles, 2003). The research focused on children 
reading Bumingham’s Grandpa and Zoo by Anthony Browne, two books referred to as 
‘multi-modal’, (Arizpe and Styles, 2003, p.20) which means they operate on more than 
one level- textual and subtextual, in images and words. The research starts from the book, 
rather than from the child’s interactions with it- this research is framed as “picturebook 
research”, rather than research with children. Though it is concerned with the process of 
children’s interactions with books, the premise is different: beginning with the book, 
rather than the child. Arizpe and Styles suggest children intellectually engage with 
picturebooks, and that picturebooks are complex artefacts in themselves and should be 
regarded as such (Arizpe and Styles, 2003).
Watson and Styles’ Talking Pictures argues picturebooks are artefacts with artistic merit, 
worthy of study. Watson read picturebooks in interviews with young children in Talking 
Pictures and argues children make fragmented and multiple readings of multi-modal 
aspects of picturebooks, ‘reading’ both images and text. My critique of children’s 
literature research such as Watson’s is that it consistently aestheticises the picturebook. 
This both reifies and frames such books as “art”; it is the book rather than the children 
who are the focus of interest. This leaves a gap in the literature, and in our understandings 
of how children react to the content and text of the book as well as what part the child 
plays in interactions with the book.
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Sipe (2008) focused upon semiotic aspects of children’s responses to picturebooks, and 
other features best defined as the intellectual relationship the child has with text. He 
explored the materiality of the book through textual and ‘peritextual’ aspects, that is to 
say aspects which exist in addition to the text, such as the inside front covers, including 
the text-image interrelationship (Sipe, 2008, p. 10). For example he asked children what 
they thought happened in between the turn of pages in terms of the narrative and 
sequence of the book.
Sipe’s research, like Arizpe and Styles’ work shows that even very young children- he 
observed nursery children reading a version of Three Little Pigs- could make 
sophisticated readings of picturebooks. I build upon and develop Sipe’s insights in my 
research as a way of understanding how children interact with the materiality of the book 
in the everyday context of reading at school, and considering these interactions as data in 
their own right. My focus is on the child rather than the book.
There are of course other genres of book, which I do not consider in this chapter, though 
it is worth noting that there is little written for example about children reading nonfiction 
books (Harvey, 1998, Dreher, 1998) or comics (Wolfe and Fiske, 1949, Pellegrini et al, 
1990, Krashen, 1993). This thesis is delimited by its focus upon one aspect of children’s 
literature, picturebooks. In the following section of this literature review I consider 
research on race, ethnicity and education.
2.5 Race, ethnicity and education
The initial departure point for the core research question of this study was to examine 
why the “Black” child was underachieving in literacy, as discussed in chapter one, and to 
consider the range of explanations put forward. Failure in literacy is a matter of concern 
in government and for public policy, controversial in the mass media and riven with 
disputes in the social science literature (www.literacytrust.gov.uk, 2011, Gove, 2012). 
Debates have raged in the media and academic literature since the 1960s about race, 
inequality and education, fuelled by work such as that of Coard, highlighting racial 
inequalities, (1971) and the Rampton Report (1981) which ‘highlighted widespread
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concern about the poor performance of West Indian children in schools’ (p.l). In the 
social sciences there are a multiplicity of studies on race, ethnicity and education, 
characterised by heated controversy. The number with direct relevance to this thesis, 
however, is small. As indicated earlier, many were undertaken in the US, based on a 
different social and educational setting. Conservative and critical social science 
approaches place responsibility for the”problem” on fundamentally different areas of the 
social world.
A range of explanations for academic achievement disparities between ethnic groups has 
been put forward. Some, in particular those with a conservative stance, adopt an 
essentialist approach blaming particular “races” for their inherent, hereditary 
inadequacies (Murray, 2006). In social policy:
Black Caribbean pupils, despite notable exceptions [are]... generally 
underrepresented in higher levels [of achievement] of both Key stage one [5-7 
year olds] and Key stage two [7-11 year olds] (Parker-Jenkins, 2007, p.36). 
Different discourses over time have been employed to legitimate the educational 
inferiority of Black children in the USA, such as Jensen’s work (1969) which claimed 
Black children’s IQ was lower than their white peers. These claims have largely been 
refuted, (Troyna and Carrington, 1990, Picower, 2009, Rogers, 2007) on the basis that the 
results revealed more about the social conditions of the tests than about children’s raw 
ability. Like work in psychology from the same roots cited earlier in this chapter, IQ is 
asserted to be ‘scientific’ and therefore ‘true’; and therein lies its power.
2.6 Critical social science
Black underachievement is a strong theme through critical sociological studies on race, 
ethnicity and education. There was never a legal framework to uphold discourses of 
structured and structural educational inequality along lines of race in England, in the way 
there was in nations like South Africa or the South of the USA. There have, nevertheless 
been debates in the media and research literature for many generations about institutional 
racism within the British education system. Policy and practice have changed 
significantly from a time where “too many” Black children in one school were seen as an
28
overwhelming threat, who were removed and bussed to different schools (Coard, 1971, 
Blackledge, 2000). In the 1970s disproportionate numbers of African Caribbean children 
were also removed to special educational schools or wings of ‘normal’ schools. The 
suggestion was that they were educationally subnormal or had “problem” behaviours 
which exempted them from learning in mainstream classrooms (Carby, 1982). There 
remain today a disproportionately high number of children of African Caribbean heritage 
excluded from school (Blackledge, 2000).
The core focus of critical sociological work about underachievement is on the position of 
the Black child at school. The claim is that institutional racism is operating in English 
schools (Twigg, 2012, Davies, 1993, Plewis, 1991) and profoundly affects how children 
perform in school. A number of studies highlight the influence of the combination of low 
expectations, and discrimination communicated by school organisation and cultures are 
key features. British researchers also draw attention to the underlying assumptions of the 
school curriculum. The appropriateness of the metrics on which government testing is 
based have been questioned (Gaine, 1995, Troyna, 1984, Gillbom, 2005, 2008). Teacher 
expectations (Gillbom, 2008, Bourne, Rollock, 2012), and the discursive practices in 
schools which privilege middle class values and regulatory frameworks, (Reay, 1998 and 
2006, Amot, 1985, Davies, 1993, Nind et al, 2003) are identified as important in 
positioning the Black child as ‘the’ underachiever in reading.
The informal curriculum (Gaine, 1995) is also seen to have significant impact on 
producing inequality. Gillbom draws specific attention to the ways the British primary 
school curriculum remains Eurocentric and ethnocentric, in spite of the affordances of 
multiculturalism (Pollard and Triggs, 2000). The English primary curriculum remains 
focused on a homogenously white view of Britain (Gillbom, 2005). He therefore argues 
this contributes to low achievement of certain other groups who feel “outside” such a 
worldview. The impact of such a curriculum and the reported low achievements of ethnic 
minority pupils whose experiences are not articulated by its language, referents or 
content, influences individual children’s formations of subjectivities, in particular their 
construction of ethnic identity while at school. Themes of children’s constructions of
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ethnie identity emerge in both Gillbom’s research and this project, and we see from his 
research the way in which school discourses and classroom resources are imbricated in 
the construction of ethnic minority individuals’ identities at school.
The issues identified in the critical research literature related to the workings of 
institutional racism in schools all have importance for this study. The significance of 
these factors is explored in more detail in the following paragraphs. The particular 
context of this research with its focus on reading means that it is also important to 
consider literacy curriculum materials and how the raced, gendered and classed child 
interacts with reading these materials. A range of authors argue books have a significant 
role in shaping identity formation for young minority children (Klein, 1981, Wilkins, 
2009, Stones, 2009) and that individual books may have implications for academic 
success (Goldenburg, 1987, Bums and Griffin, 1999).
Research has been critical of the metrics for assessment, arguing they produce a hierarchy 
of ‘readers’. The London Development Agency statistics show the variations in reading 
skills of children in their schools. Their concern is once again for ‘one’ group: ‘Black 
boys start their schooling at broadly the same level as other pupils, but in the course of 
their studies they fall further and further behind’ (LDA, 2004, p.4). From the perspective 
of this project, such research operates to flatten out any differences among children, and 
leaves no space for any differences the children might discern as important. There is also 
a problem with seeing ‘Black’ children as one homogenous group, when such a label 
refers to a broad range of ethnicities and backgrounds, and also begs the question what is 
“real” Blackness (All, 2003). This project aims to focus on the children’s understandings 
of these issues which remain unexamined.
Teacher attitudes and behaviour have also been identified as important in the context of 
ethnic minority pupil underachievement. Gillbom’s research theorising race and 
education is concerned to understand how ‘racism has always played favourites’ (2008, 
p.34) and to illuminate how, what children achieve is dependent in part upon teacher 
expectations. One example from Gillbom’s research considers the way children from
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particular ethnic groups are perceived hierarchically and receive distinctively different 
and more favourable treatment than others. The impact he suggests is remarkably 
permanent and pervasive. Children invest- emotionally and academically- in occupying 
the subject position created for them by adults in control at school (Hollway, 2001). This 
research is interested in identifying such patterns as they ‘frame’ the classroom and the 
children within it.
2.7 The home/school debate
Whilst some authors in the previous section denounce society and its racist structures and 
practices for the persistence of the problem of inequalities in achievement, a further focus 
in the literature is on ‘the home’ and understanding its contribution to different academic 
results. A number of studies highlight issues such as a difference in expectations from 
home and school. Lay literature, neo-liberal academic literature (such as Sewell, 2010) 
and also right wing policy makers see “problem homes” as culpable rather than schools 
or teaching. Blaming the home provides a ‘no problem here’ (Gaine, 1987) hegemonic 
discourse; this is pitted against an analysis of institutional racism. Sewell, for example, 
re-positions the responsibility for educational failure upon attitudes that Black boys 
absorb from ‘home’. He identifies their attitude and approach, where the masculinities 
they aspire to are not concerned with ‘hard work’ at school as the stumbling block, rather 
than structural inequalities. He employs discourses of individualism, which put forward 
the idea that endeavour and responsibility are there for the taking-if the child is only 
willing.
In the face of arguments such as Sewell’s, which suggests both racism and institutional 
racism are things of the past, new research (Rollock, forthcoming, 2012 personal 
conversation) indicates that it remains a very real aspect of young Black children and 
their families’ experiences with the education system. Rollock shows self-described 
Black middle class children, despite their linguistic and cultural capital, and the 
advantages- both material and cultural- of their home upbringing, felt they to be “outside” 
the school system, and these children continue to underachieve in literacy. Her work re­
introduces the aspect of social class to the debates. Rollock suggests social class does not
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mitigate race.
School cultures, patterns of testing and the play of institutional racism are of interest to 
this study. They offer insights into the ways in which the fabric of the school’s processes 
unwittingly and almost invisibly operate. However much I find such approaches to be 
ethically sound and politically attractive, they nevertheless involve a concern which this 
research seeks to address. As indicated earlier, such debates write out the idea that 
children involved in these statistics have a voice or opinions, or any ability to make 
different the trends and statistics in which they are enmeshed. The focus of this research 
is in the first place on structures and practices within the education system that impact on 
the ‘reading child’.
The core arguments about responsibility for the underachievement discussed above are 
relevant to this thesis as they frame responsibility for academic- and thereby reading- 
failure either in the hands of individual pupils/ families on one hand, or on the structures 
of the school and wider racism in society on the other. What this thesis seeks to do, 
however, is bring children themselves into the debate. It is they who are involved, they 
who succeed and they who fail but they have not been asked what they think and this 
loses an important vantage point for the debate.
One early study, while deeply controversial, nonetheless has importance to my work. The 
notorious study by the Clarks in 1930s America explored children’s perceptions of their 
own and others’ racialised selves. The research involved three to five year old Black 
children who lived in the Deep South, answering questions about their preferences for 
dolls with different skin colours presented to them in a laboratory context. The Black 
children stated a preference for the white dolls. The researchers then enquired which doll 
the children thought looked more like them, and, reportedly Black children ran from the 
room screaming after having been asked this question. The Clarks argued this reaction 
resulted from the schism between the children’s understanding of what it was desirable to 
‘be’ and how they perceived themselves. There are obvious ethical, as well as theoretical 
critiques of the study. Such research nonetheless provided initial foundations for future 
research to build upon (such as Hraba and Grant, 1970, Davis, 2006, Bernstein, 2011). It
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nevertheless raises important questions about the perceptions of the self that young 
children construct around ‘race’ the salience of skin ‘colour’ to those perceptions, and the 
contradictory and powerful emotions that are associated with those constructions.
In wider political polemics, we rarely hear the opinions of individuals about how they see 
themselves, or how they experience the stratifying and stigmatising processes of their 
experience of school in their own words. The Clarks’ work raises questions which are 
pursued in this study for reasons outlined in the following chapter on methodology. I now 
consider the findings and focus of debates around relevant classroom ethnographies.
2.8 Classroom ethnography
There was some sociological work conducted with qualitative methods in the early years 
of the Chicago school on young people (Shaw, 1931). It was not, however, until the 
1970s and 80s that a spate of classroom ethnographies sought to develop knowledge 
about the pupil in the classroom in particular, and school context more generally (Ball, 
1981, Lacey, 1970, Willis, 1977, Corrigan, 1979, Woods, 1981, Hammersley and 
Atkinson, 1981, 1983, Delamont, 1983, Hargreaves, 1987) all with secondary school 
pupils. The interest in such ethnographic studies was on the experience of pupils in the 
classroom and the social world of the school. These studies were fundamentally 
concerned with the ways schools segmented children for the world of work through 
classroom hierarchies (Maher and Tatreault, 2001).
Many of these earlier qualitative studies had an explicitly Marxist agenda and a focus 
upon educational failure and its relationship to social stratification in the secondary 
school. The research was on young people who failed in education, and whom education 
failed (Apple, 1986, Sharp and Green 1975). Stratifications of class in already stratified 
secondary schools (Hargreaves, 1987, Willis, 1977, Corrigan, 1979) were key. There was 
also considerable interest in this literature about the resistance that children show to the 
processes they are exposed to at school (Hargreaves, 1987 Ball, 1981, Willis, 1977). The 
importance of pupil voice and an exploration of inequalities in the classroom are central 
in these studies (Woods, 1981). The focus on those who underachieve in English schools
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is of direct relevance to this study. For the purposes of this research, however, I argue the 
setting and social world of the secondary school is different enough from that of the 
primary school to make it difficult to apply the findings of the studies directly, although 
the methodologies are directly comparable.
2.9 Ethnographies of primary classrooms
Classroom ethnographies of the early primary years of schooling remain few. King 
(1978) spent a year observing children aged five and six as they interacted with one 
another in the classroom, though he refused to interact with them, hiding himself from 
view by sitting in the Wendy house. Connolly (1998) argued against the methodology, 
ethics, analysis and lack of understanding of children’s agency in this study. King 
suggests there is no ‘point in asking young children to explain themselves... if a teacher is 
unused to reflecting on why they do what they do, the child is unable to’ (King, 1978, 
p.23). His work does not promote the use of pupil voice, which means it lacks the 
particular standpoint I argue is of core importance for research with children in schools. 
His conclusions lack focus on the perspectives of the child, whilst nonetheless examining 
the life of the classroom in terms of the children in it, which creates a tension between 
concentrating on social actors who are ‘seen but never heard’ (Connolly, p.5). 
Nonetheless, King’s research is a crucial cornerstone in work on the primary school, as it 
positioned the setting as worthy of academic attention.
Other research such as Walkerdine’s (1998) looks at young children’s talk in the nursery 
school. Like the secondary school, I argue that the nursery setting is different enough that 
it is not directly comparable to the Primary school. Nursery school studies tend to 
observe children rather than interviewing them directly about their experiences 
(Adelman, 1979, Walkderdine, 1998, Corsaro, 2003), and therefore nursery-based studies 
are not considered in depth here.
Pollard’s work on primary schools is significant for extending the validation of the world 
of the primary school, and specifically children’s opinions about it, as a valuable topic for 
academic study. His 1996 work is of particular relevance to my research as he directly
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consulted children about their school worlds and recruited parent participants to record 
diaries of their children’s progress through school. He broke significant new ground by 
consulting young children about their academic and social performance. The sense that 
two young girls made of their academic progress in Pollard’s work was of particular 
relevance to this study; Mary vied to ‘get higher’ than her friend in reading. Mary’s 
schoolwork and her account of herself showed she was a stronger mathematician, Sally a 
better reader. Mary articulated an understanding of the colour-coded reading scheme, 
where some colours denoted books that were more challenging and of a higher level. 
Mary saw through the innocuously named ‘Tiger’ (p.67) level books, and knew they were 
‘easier’ than those her friend read. The ways in which these young girls made meaning of 
reading is significant for this research. This is a particularly relevant study in relation to 
my work, but Pollard’s focus is not specifically on reading or on ethnic minority children, 
nor indeed does this research centre on pupil voice, though children’s opinions are given 
some floor space.
Though there have been a number of studies on the primary school and gender (such as 
Clarricoates, 1980, Delamont, 1983, Renold, 2005, Walkerdine and Lucey, 2001) the 
focus of this research began with ethnicity, and the data threw up little which was 
different or significant in its own right, though gender does intersect with other issues. 
The data in this research exposes little with regards to gender beyond what is 
accomplished in other studies of gender and the primary school, therefore, such literature 
is not considered in detail.
2.10 Ethnographies on ethnicity
There is a small number of ethnographies which focus upon the role teachers play in 
monitoring and policing maps of ethnic difference in school, while other studies observe 
the workings of divisions around ethnicity in primary schools. There are even fewer 
studies which tackle the issue of consulting young children directly about their 
perceptions and opinions on race and ethnicity as they see it within their social worlds. A 
number of studies consider the influence of teachers on constructing classroom 
perspectives of ethnic differences. Such studies are related to research which consider
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teachers’ roles in communicating narratives about race and ethnicity to children. Davies 
(1993) considered gender and ethnicity in the context of literacy teaching in the 
Australian school setting. She observed a writing lesson, noting the presumptions of the 
white female class teacher, who suggested to a class of both white and indigenous 
children that a princess should have long blond hair. When the children wrote their own 
stories, white skinned blond princesses peopled the narratives of all the children, 
irrespective of their ethnicity. Davies developed concepts of the power to ‘be right’ which 
she argues teachers hold but also their fiefdom over “playing favourites” in relation to 
race is evident (Gilbom, 2005). Davies identified the workings of teachers’ power to 
delineate what matters, limit learning and questioning the world so that children have to 
display ‘classroom competence’ (p.79) in order to succeed at school both socially and 
academically.
A number of studies focus on the awareness of race displayed by young children. 
Denscombe et al’s (1986) work on race with British children documented children using 
racialised categories, as did Davies (2011) in Australia, and Feagin and Van Ausdale in 
America (2001). Connolly’s study (1998) reveals children employing categories of 
ethnicity. Troyna and Carrington (1990) used illustrations as visual stimuli to discuss race 
with children in the British primary school, where issues of racial prejudice emerged in 
the children’s accounts.
Suki All’s research on mixed race children (2003) is also highly pertinent to themes 
raised in this research. She conducted an ethnography in three different British schools, 
and explored the ways in which mixed race children constructed their identities as 
contingent and fluid. She highlights the salience of race in children’s lives, but also 
gender, and how this ‘matters’ to them in their lives at school (All, 2003, p. 180). The 
implications are directly relevant to this study- though ethnic identity is important to this 
thesis, this is only one aspect of children’s identities, and All’s argument flags up the 
complexities of identity in children’s lives at school. What is important in all of these 
studies is the way that children worked not only with an awareness of ethnic differences 
but with hostility to the ‘other.’ The interpretations they made refer to the narrow range
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of dominant discourses available to the children, in terms of constructing their 
subjectivities.
Davies (2011) offers data indicating awareness of ethnic difference but also racist conflict 
between children, in a multicultural school in Australia. She discusses an incident, where 
two white girls hit a Somali boys’ head against the wall, knocking out his front teeth, 
because they said he should not be allowed to play “kiss chase” with white girls. She 
argues this is evidence of children’s alertness to ‘race’ and policing one another along 
racial lines. Her analysis focuses on the complexities of children’s perceptions of ethnic 
identity, and their desire to control the behaviour of others they believe belong to 
‘outsider’ groups. Her approach is useful for this research. The insights into children’s 
meaning making about race, how they see their own and “others” ethnicity in the world 
of the school are also significant here.
Connolly’s study in England (1998) develops similar themes. His research involved 
interviewing Reception (four-five year old) children. The children’s conversations 
indicate the importance to them of perceptions of ethnic differences. His data showed 
children using ‘racist insults and sexually violent images about each other’ (p.l), since 
part of what Connolly argues is that children’s constructions of ethnic identities 
importantly, are also gendered.
In all of these studies, the authors demonstrate the prevalence of racially based 
categorisations. They also seek to analyse them further. The authors involved relate the 
formation of children’s constructions of race both to gender and also to the classed and 
geographically placed aspects of the children’s lives. Connolly suggests that the stories 
we tell about ourselves draw from threads of our lives - the where and the how we came 
to “be”- he also argues children are actively engaged in spinning those stories from the 
web of materials they find around them. Divisions based on ethnicity are a central 
element of that web; they form the socially provided filaments.
Connolly admits to feeling shocked by the racist nature of the children’s comments,
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particularly from a group he named the ‘bad boys’ (p.99). He suggests they may have 
been seeking to impress him with their knowledge of racialised and sexualised language. 
He makes a Bourdieusian analysis of the data based around capital, habitus and field. The 
ways in which these intersect is used to explain how the children seek not only ‘stories’ 
but also hegemony (Connell, 1995). Connolly asserts these children already make 
assertions about which identities have more value, such as ‘being’ Black and good at 
football, and those which have less, such as a connection drawn in dominant discourses 
between South Asian masculinities and weakness or subordination. The arguments he 
makes about children, raced identities and the values they recognise, apprehend and 
reproduce from wider society are directly relevant to this research. In this study the aim is 
to further this approach and link perspectives the children employ to the more general 
theme of children’s agency and understandings of the world they find themselves in and 
construct.
Denscombe et al’s (1986) study on race in a British school documented children using 
racist language. When teachers were presented with data indicating that children in their 
care used such language, they refused to accept the research originated in their 
classrooms. The teachers insisted that ‘children of this age were not racially aware,’ (p. 
213) and wanted to continue to position them as innocent, rather than having complex 
and difficult ideas about race which the data revealed. American research raises similar 
issues. Feagin and Van Ausdale’s (2001) research recognises the power and salience of 
raced and ethnicised identities in the lives of young children. They observed children in a 
Florida classroom using racial slurs against one another, for example at ‘nap time’ one 
white girl refused to sleep next to a Black classmate claiming that they ‘smell’ (p.9). The 
patterns of racial stereotypes drawn from dominant folk narratives used by the children 
are clear. The children in this study grew up in neighbourhoods strongly segregated by 
race and by class. Their research demonstrates the need to work with young children on 
the issue of racial prejudice.
These studies (Connolly 1998, Denscombe et al, 1986, Feagin and Van Ausdale, 2001, 
Davies, 2011) began from a declared interest in the significance of race in young
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children’s lives. The research makes clear the need for anti-racism interventions. 
Connolly points out that, ‘not only are many young children capable of dealing with quite 
complex ideas about “race” but that they are already doing so’ (Connolly, p. 192). He 
therefore sees potential for anti-racism teaching arising from his findings. He suggests 
that though work on anti-racism currently takes place with older children, it would be 
useful for it to be broadened to include those commencing their school careers- given his 
research shows so conclusively that race is salient to very young children- as does the 
other research discussed in this section. Establishing the salience of race in the lives of 
young children is an important foundation for my research and enables us to position the 
child not simply as a naive figure or cultural dupe.
Findings from Jeffcoate’s (1977) Bradford-based ethnography on race with children 
conducted in a classroom of four year olds, alert us to an additional difficulty in such 
approaches. Teachers in his research showed mainly white groups of children 
photographs of Black people, portrayed in a range of contexts in a ‘respectful and 
unstereotyped way’ (p.5). The children ostensibly responded well to this, but out of the 
teacher’s hearing- captured on tape recorders in the room- they made racist comments 
about the pictures. This suggests they knew what was acceptable to say in front of the 
teacher, but that they had other views in private. Copenhaver-Johnson’s study (2007) 
discusses similar themes. It concerns a session in a classroom where she watched a 
teacher read the class a story about a Black Santa, and two seven year old white girls 
complained and whispered that this was “not right” as Santa was a white, not a Black 
man.
It is important to note from a methodological perspective that in the last two studies 
discussed, race was produced or enabled through the research instruments, not examined 
in the day-to-day lives of children, as it emerged in their talk or play, or interactions with 
classroom resources. Race was made visible through materials brought into school, like 
the illustrations Jeffcoate provided. The children did not raise the issue: it was raised for 
them. Nonetheless the studies are significant because they allow us insights into the 
perspectives children have available to them, and we see the way in which dominant
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discourses are part of such perspectives held by children.
In the studies discussed in the next section, the position from which the research 
commences is that of whiteness, where the researcher seeks to situate not only children, 
but also themselves in the research, when researching race. The researchers referred to 
are white themselves, as I am. For them, and for me, there is a potential contention 
between researching race and your own whiteness. The following studies provide 
different approaches to dealing with this.
2.11 Awareness of race: Whiteness, children and reading
There is much less research which considers “whiteness” that is to say the power, and 
explicitly the invisible power of whiteness, in contrast to the proliferation of research 
about race starting with the racial ‘other’ as its topic. It is significant that so much of the 
literature on race and ethnicity begins with the ‘marked’ position of the “racial other” in 
its theorisations, rather from the power, and the invisible hegemony of whiteness. There 
are some exceptions (McIntosh, 1989, Alba, 1990, Frankenberg, 1993, Delgado and 
Stefancic, 1997, Dyer, 1997, Fine et al, 1997, Kincheloe et al, 1998, Bonnett, 2000, 
Twine and Gallagher, 2008) but they remain less central in a broader focus on ‘race’ and 
‘Blackness’ in particular. Still rarer is a focus on what children’s opinions on the matter 
might be (McPhee, 1997, Copenhaver-Johnson, 2006, Rogers and Mosley, 2006). This 
project is focused on young children in a multicultural school- executed by a white 
researcher- reading picturebooks and therefore the visual presentation of whiteness in 
illustrated books in the classroom is important.
Copenhaver-Johnson and colleagues (2006a, 2006b; Copenhaver et al, 2007), are some of 
the few researchers working in this area. The methods employed involve watching 
teachers read multicultural books to their class and observing the children’s reactions. 
The focus on children, reading and whiteness is explored in detail in these studies in a 
way which is relevant for my research. There are however methodological concerns in 
these studies. Copenhaver-Johnson (2006a) and McPhee (1997) both watched children 
interacting in a whole class read aloud, and did not interview children individually
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outside the classroom setting. I argue these methods generate different data than 
interviews. I critique such an approach, as firstly, it echoes King’s early work which 
suggests children are not interviewable, and can only be seen or watched, not heard in 
their own right. Secondly both effectively “overhear” children’s reactions to the story 
reading. The children are not offered opportunity to address the research issues selected 
as important; their reflections were not sought. The reading of a book by a third person, 
the teacher, positions reading not as a phenomenon in its own right, but as part of a 
pedagogical storytelling act in the classroom. This storytelling is then used as a reliable 
way of gathering data about something else- children’s views on white privilege.
Mosley and Rogers (2006) were also teachers who explored whiteness in their own 
classrooms. Once again the approach is a pedagogical one- the purpose of the teacher-led 
session was for the children to improve their reading strategies, rather than to be 
interviewed for a research project. A socio-technical approach was taken; indeed Clay’s 
work on improving “slow” readers, mentioned earlier in this chapter was drawn upon. 
Under the watch of their teacher, the children apparently ‘transform whiteness into 
liberatory alliances’ (p.479) as they read a story about Martin Luther King in a group, f 
argue that as part of the need to perform classroom competence, the children in such a 
whole class setting would have little space to express their opinions about their own and 
others’ identities or reflect on the matter of whiteness, whatever they may be. Indeed, 
such reflections were not invited when the children had been told the explicit ‘work’ of 
the session was decoding text. Nevertheless, the focus upon whiteness and children in 
school is rare, and is pertinent to this research.
In other research, Veronica and John Lee and Maggie Pearson (1987) explored 
intersections between children’s understandings of whiteness and class. They found white 
children in a socio-economically deprived, but racially unified white area and school did 
not talk about whiteness, but rather about class, as this was significant in their lives in a 
way race was not. They suggest young children are acutely aware of the social 
dimensions of their locality and produce “themselves” within the specific discursive 
patterns of stratification in which they find themselves based on their lived realities. The
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findings are important, especially when taken together with the material presented earlier 
on children’s understandings of ethnicity and gender. We cannot entertain a view of a 
‘naive’ child any longer- in relation to class, ethnicity or gender. Children, in Lee, Lee 
and Pearson’s research are demonstrated to be “knowing” about these issues.
2.12 Ethnographies on reading
My study concentrates on taking seriously and foregrounding the opinions of young 
children about the specific topic of reading. There are ethnographies which focus on 
reading, school, and children (Evans’ 2007, Reay's 2006). Their main interest however is 
on the impact social class and cultural capital have on the experience and achievement of 
reading. Evans (2007) looks at white working class children’s educational 
underachievements in a London school which served what she defines as a working class 
community. Her work focuses on the cultural and social aspects of learning. She points 
out that it is the formal learning environment of the classroom, and the language used 
there, which is unfamiliar to children for whom ‘formal learning’ (p. 110) does not 
happen in the home. One respondent ‘Emma’ talks poignantly of how: ‘no-one learnt me 
to read’ (Evans, 2007). This contrasts to middle class homes, where such learning 
experiences are more common for young children. Evans’ focus is on older children, in 
Year 6 (ten to eleven years old).
Reay (2006) explores classed and raced aspects of school achievement, and children’s 
perceptions of others in a Year 5 class based in London. The pupils, when asked, all cited 
the same children in their class as the ‘clever ones’ (p. 171). Reay links the level of 
educational capital immigrant families bring from their own countries with the success of 
the next generation. The absence of cultural capital continues to produce failure in the 
school’s terms (Back, 1995). Reay’s (1998) research on working class mothers suggests 
the core issue for working class and minority children is not lack of support from home; 
this is in plentiful supply. The problem is that the support is not the sort recognised or 
valued by the school, (Dove, 1993, Mirza and Reay 2000).
While an important study, Evans’ work, as well as the other studies mentioned above,
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lack a depth of critique or engagement with the topic of reading. This is unexpected given 
the reliance on reading as a skill in school ‘work’. The absence of such research with a 
focus on reading offers a view of the gap in the literature into which this thesis peers. 
Classroom ethnographies explore social class, race and gender in depth, but do not focus 
their lens specifically on “reading” in those social contexts. This thesis argues for the 
significance of ‘reading’ in the primary school to be recognised.
The classroom ethnographies discussed earlier established that while home background in 
terms of social class is important, the combination of factors of race and ethnicity, school 
reading and gender are critical. These studies form one of the scaffolds my research is 
built on. What is distinctive in my research, however, is how young children see reading 
and school from their own perspectives. Critically, the way children see and construct 
their-selves-as-readers, and the interaction between identity construction and 
picturebooks remains outside the scope of previous research. In particular we know little 
about the ways in which children draw upon, resist, mould, or reject picturebooks, and 
specifically the meanings they make of representations of people in the books they learn 
to read with at school. We also know little about the ways such books are used to produce 
children’s identities in the classroom, and these issues are explored in this thesis.
2.13 The classroom as a site for identity
Having considered themes in ethnographic research on race, reading and class in this 
chapter, this section now turns to look at how the space of the classroom is used by 
children to produce identity. The place books have in such processes remains absent from 
research. Research which looks at how identities are inflected by and emerge in the 
classroom is an important position from which to explore the research question, and we 
are able to see that research which has focused on gender and with older children once 
again prevails. There is evidence of the way in which the classroom is used to work 
through gendered identities in Valentine’s (2003) research on eleven year old children’s 
use of IT. The children’s concerns concentrated on their classroom relationships and 
avoiding the stigmas of ‘doing’ gender inappropriately, and becoming marginalised, 
which involved ’sussing out’ and following the prevailing codes of the classroom and the
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informal curriculum appropriately.
Phoenix’s (2002) work on adolescents and sexuality also foregrounded the importance 
for her participants of performing gendered identities in the space of the school. The 
findings indicated the participants’ creation of and adherence to rigid codes of 
heteronormativity, which the fifteen-year-old boys in the research strived to adhere to. 
They were preoccupied with ‘doing’ masculinity. Such processes were all absorbing to 
the participants, so, though Phoenix’s research was primarily concerned with policy, her 
data indicated that it was gendered identity which was central to those adolescents. My 
research followed a similar path; though it set out to find out about reading, the data 
identified themes of children’s societal relations both inside the classroom, and outside 
school in the family. It deals with their relationships with books, but through the focus on 
books we gain a purchase on their relationships in the worlds they occupy, and how 
identity work is performed. The focus on children’s understandings is at the core of this 
research- it implies a conceptual position- where the child as actor is central. I now 
consider children’s agency, which represents as I have indicated a core concern and 
guiding principle of this research. These approaches reposition children as competent 
commentators in research about their own lives.
2.14 Agency and the Sociology of Childhood: theorising childhood
Arguments around the issue of children’s agency are central to this thesis. The wider 
debate about structure and agency and the reach and limitations of agency has been more 
fully developed in relation to adults (Simmel, 1972, Giddens, 1984) but it has 
implications for children too (Prout and James, 1990, Lee, 2001). It is useful initially to 
define what those who have developed the concept mean by “agency”, and argue what its 
implications are for children. Prout and James’ work on childhood (1990) was a critical 
development in the Sociology of Childhood. Their key argument, which is at the heart of 
this study, is the assertion that:
Children are and must be seen as active in the construction and determination of 
their own social lives (Prout and James, 1990, p.8).
Prout and James essentially argued that children are competent social actors, able to
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speak perceptively about their own social worlds if given the opportunity to do so. In this 
thesis the approach taken by Prout and James and others like Christensen, who wrote: ‘I 
take for granted children’s social competence’ (2004, p. 202) is fully accepted (Alderson 
2012). The idea that children are able to speak about and are aware of the configurations 
of the constraints as well as the opportunities in their lives, while simultaneously being 
actively engaged in producing and reproducing them is crucial for this research. Studies 
like the special issue of International Journal o f Social Research, edited by Alderson 
(2012) paved the way for studies on children to be taken seriously. They created building 
blocks of theory and practice from which to work.
Other academic approaches are critical of full-scale agreement with the concept of 
children’s agency (Hutchby and Moran-Ellis, 1998, Ladd, 2005). There has been much 
critique and debate surrounding the work on children’s agency, and the usefulness and 
appropriateness of involving them in research (Rudduck and Flutter, 2000, Jans, 2004, 
Uprichard, 2008, Brownlie, 2009). Studies like Danby and Baker (1998), Lubeck, (1989) 
Hartley, (1985), Thome, (1993), Wright Weekes and McGlaughlin, (1998), and 
Westwood, (1990) focus on children’s agency. They simultaneously alert us to how 
essential it is that we remain always aware of the limits of children’s agency, in terms of 
their ability to act, to resist or to challenge the structures which they encounter, which are 
put in place by adults.
At the heart of the debate on children’s agency are discussions about socialisation. 
Recent writers such as Woolf’s (2008) identify disputes about the processes of 
socialisation as critical in the wider controversy about agency. Older approaches see 
socialisation as a process by which social mores become embedded in the child until they 
grow up and are therefore “complete” (Lee, 2001). Others argue that the child is far from 
a passive recipient of these processes, and focus on the child’s active agency in selecting 
aspects of socialisation and using them in the accretion of ‘self or ‘selves’ and the 
‘performance’ of it (Davies and Ellwood, 2010, Butler, 1990).
Lee argues that part of the reason children- in particular young children- have been absent
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from sociological research is because they are seen as ‘unfinished’ (Lee, 1998, p. 451) or 
‘becomings’- not actors in their own right. ’Becomings’ have not usually been seen as 
significant to sociology ‘because they lack the full complement of agentic powers that 
make adult ‘beings’ socially significant’ (Lee, 1998, p.461, Uprichard, 2008, Tisdall and 
Hill, 1997, Alanen, 1994, Kellet et al, 2004). Children themselves, of course, remain 
absent from these arguments that circle around them; their view is not sought. The way in 
which agency is translated and performed by children-as an important research area in its 
own right- has been recognised for a much shorter time than issues of agency within the 
adult social world.
Previous studies also alert us to ‘arenas of agency’ (Hutchby and Moran-Ellis, 1998) 
which refers to social and geographical, as well as temporal spaces. Childhood is a phase 
which we pass through; it is not part of an allocated identity such as where you were 
bom, or who your parents are, which remains a constant in a person’s life story. While 
asserting that children are competent to comment on their world, conversely it is 
important to recognise childhood is fleeting.
Fausto-Sterling’s (2000) work on the sociology of the body is directly relevant to the 
temporal context of childhood. Fausto-Sterling reminds us that the way in which subjects 
experience the world is always through the body. She applies this to children in particular 
in terms of their “littleness”. This is not to suggest children’s inherent naivety, nor to 
patronise or sentimentalise them, but rather to foreground that children experience the 
world through a majority culture which is not theirs, and through living and spending 
time with beings who have power, and who are “bigger” than they are.
The child is figured in policy, practice and law as vulnerable and unable to make 
independent decisions. Therefore it is important to consider that the dominant trope 
through which children are positioned is one of vulnerability. The legal frameworks on 
children and childhood are pervasive in terms of how they are applied to practice, and are 
manifested in dominant folk concepts too. Children’s size is as much part of their identity 
as is their gender or ethnicity, and it is within this context that we need to set our
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understandings of their space for ‘agency’.
Alderson elsewhere (1999) argues there are specific issues related to children’s agency in 
the arena of the school environment: ‘schools are highly disciplined environments, with 
injunctions about where or when to sit or stand, to keep still, and most frequently of all, 
not to talk’ (p. 188). She points out that children’s opinions about all that goes on in 
schools, from the social to the educational, are not consulted. Alderson flags up the ways 
children are left out of important decision-making, as they are not seen as socially 
competent within the sphere of the school.
The approach taken here, while committed to the importance of children’s agency, 
nevertheless follows the warning notes sounded by these critics. For the purposes of this 
study, agency, where children are concerned, refers to children’s abilities and capacity for 
thinking, speaking and acting, and being knowers. Claims are registered about children’s 
abilities to make choices about how to realise their potential as social actors. I accept the 
argument that children’s agency is not straightforward, and that they have, due to their 
minority position in a majority adult world much restriction on their spaces for agentic 
action (Tisdall and Hill, 1997, Tisdall and Bell 2006). Because of these constraints within 
society, children can only operate through specific and limited ‘arenas of agency’- as an 
interactional accomplishment- it is something which occurs in dialogue and in contact 
with the outside world, rather than individually (Hutchby and Moran-Ellis, 1998).
The intention in this study is to present data which offer insights and a purchase on how 
children actively mobilise and utilise the discourses they are presented with and 
positioned by. This research is located within academic work which emphasises listening 
to children and values the scope of agency they show. This thesis applies the methods and 
insights developed in the Sociology of Childhood specifically to very young children 
being taught to read in a classroom situation. I explore the particular topic of reading in 
the context of empirical, qualitatively produced data.
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2.15 Conclusion
This chapter engaged with and critiqued themes in research where children were studied 
from a range of academic and theoretical perspectives. It mapped the landscape of what is 
known at present from previous studies, and the antecedents of that knowledge. This 
chapter set out the key concepts and approaches, and identified those that are of use or 
are significant to this thesis, as well as producing a critique of those which are not. 
Though there are key gaps in the literature which my research addresses, the aim is also 
to acknowledge intellectual debt and precedent in established research.
In order to explore the scope of relevant literature, I drew upon studies and theories from 
a range of disciplines: psychology, neurology, education, the Sociology of Childhood, 
cultural studies, race and ethnicity and gender studies. There was a particular interest in 
classroom ethnography in general, and work on race and children in school was identified 
as providing relevant theoretical frameworks. Ethnographies of school were useful in 
terms of their focus and content, where similar constellations of issues were considered to 
those in my research, but with different emphases and outcomes. Research on older 
children was less relevant, as were studies of younger children which simply observed, 
rather than speaking to children directly.
Studies which did consult children and worked around issues of class, gender and 
ethnicity, such as Reay (2006) Evans (2007) and Connolly (1998) were particularly 
pertinent to this research. Meanwhile, research on reading from a scientific, 
psychological or even policy standpoint was ruled as not relevant for this study, as the 
broadly positivist tenets on which it was based are too divergent from the basis and 
commitments of this research. There is, in the literature generally, very little concern for 
the opinions of children. It is only really within classroom ethnographies that children’s 
views are privileged. The small amount of research which focuses on children reading 
picturebooks, and allows their own narratives to predominate clarifies how there is a lack 
of research which promotes pupil voice and children’s thoughts about reading at school.
Many ethnographies of children and their lives at school do not focus upon the
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multifaceted phenomenon of reading, but rather on other aspects of the social and 
academic fabric which makes up children’s lives. I argue this is a neglected area, since 
reading is such a central, significant act which takes place in the classroom, embedded in 
so many aspects of the curriculum. We gain an appreciation of the richness of 
picturebooks as a resource to study, and of the ways in which they can be used in 
research in their own right, though research rarely focuses on practical observations of 
children with these books. The experiences and viewpoints of particular groups of 
readers- poor readers, ethnic minority readers, readers of different ages and genders- are 
largely absent from research.
Through providing a space for pupil voice, and taking seriously what young children say 
about their books, their classrooms and their lives, we may be able to gain a fuller picture 
of what is ‘wrong’ with reading in schools, and be able to contribute to the policy debates 
which circle endlessly. Another outcome of this may be to understand more about what 
remains a vague area in the social world- that of the sociology of children’s reading. 
Reading is a topic which is not broached by work in the Sociology of Childhood, and 
given it is a relatively newly established field, it is not surprising that there remain many 
substantive areas not covered in depth. Reading as a phenomenon, as well as the 
materiality of books, however, are important and rich areas to be investigated, which 
remain largely untouched and unquestioned.
Where reading may have been an unquestioned and unremarked phenomenon within the 
literature, it is a highly contentious one in policy narratives. Dialogue with the child is 
absent in education policy and also in classroom practice; I argue allowing children’s 
concerns and pre-occupations to be heard opens up dialogue, and privileging children’s 
views of this complex body of debate is a crucially important exercise. Reading 
nonetheless is complex, and this key aspect should not be lost when concentrating upon 
the phenomenon.
In the next chapter, methodological issues are discussed, and methodological debates 
pertinent to this study are explored in light of the methodological literature. To
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foreground children’s opinions and allow them space for agency in research is an 
accepted stance and approach in some fields, but remains so only in limited areas such as 
the Sociology of Childhood, and the arguments surrounding this are explored.
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3 Methodology
3.1 Introduction
This chapter provides information about the methodological approaches taken in this 
thesis. The research design was selected to further explore the phenomenon of 
children reading, and questions of how minority children mobilise multiple narratives 
about their own lives and worlds. The way in which identity is constructed through 
and from children’s readings of picturebooks is part of this, and the methods selected 
aimed to elicit talk about these topics, and to make space for pupil voice. A 
qualitative framework was chosen for this research. As chapters one and two have 
made clear, this study involves researching very young children and aims to recognise 
their competence to comment on their own worlds. The picturebooks used as ‘trigger 
materials’ (Troyna and Carrington, 1989, p. 12) had a core place in the research 
process. A research design was created which allowed children’s voices to be heard 
and was tailored to recognise children’s ability to reflect upon their own situations.
In this chapter I begin by outlining the proposed research design, in general terms. I 
then identify the specific strategies employed to work with the children. I describe the 
processes and stages of how the research was carried out, and how data were 
analysed. I discuss the research process itself, the stages of negotiating access to 
Three Chimneys School1 and the recruitment of participants and issues relating to 
ethics. Background details and statistical information about the specific school are 
provided, and the sample of children discussed. This chapter also considers the 
impact of locating research on children in a school context and issues around ‘insider 
research’ are broached. The chapter concludes with a discussion of ethical 
considerations which emerged in the attempt to conduct participative research. I 
explore the issue of reflexivity and reflexiveness, highlighting instances where this
1 All names are pseudonyms. I utilised baby name websites for relevant countries and/or religious 
groups, to maintain a sense o f  coherent identity o f the children, consistent with their “real” names. 
Pseudonyms were made at the transcription stage.
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was a key part of the research process for moving the research forward. Finally I 
consider limitations to the research which relate to research relationships in the field, 
and the particular problems I had accessing and recruiting parehfs.
3.2 Research Methods
I identify the methods used in this research in this section, and frame them within the 
context of core arguments in relevant methodological literature. I wanted to allow 
children to speak in their own words, rather than having questions and topics pre­
decided by adults. I therefore opted to pursue an ethnographic framework, which 
usually harnesses qualitative methods (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983). Data were 
generated through interviews, and participant observation documented children’s 
experiences of reading such to make them of epistemological use for answering the 
research question. Formal interview strategies were tailored for work with very young 
children and followed Burgess’s principles closely of ‘conversation with a purpose’ 
(Burgess, 1984, p. 12). Children read and talked about books, and questions arose 
from that talk. The data were analysed using a Grounded Theory based approach 
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967) where I started from the data and built up themes from 
what emerged.
The arguments which support the choice of qualitative methods in the context of 
research with young children in particular are too well known to be rehearsed in detail 
here. The central concerns then are to elaborate and explore the key methodological 
issues, with approaches which focus on children’s ‘voices’ and understandings. I 
foreground the argument made by James and Prout (1991) that children are socially 
competent and ‘researchable’ if given the space and time to articulate their own 
concerns in a research context. James and Prout have developed research approaches 
to childhood ‘voices’ which are important methodologically for this research.
3.3 Qualitative methods and researching the ‘young child’
The project employed ethnographic techniques for use in the classroom and around 
the school (Woods, 1981, Atkinson and Hammersley, 2005). Schütz (1967) argues
51
qualitative research allows us to see through the eyes of those being researched; in 
this case the research aimed to ‘see through little eyes’ (Wolff, 1998, p.l). It follows 
principles which suggest that ‘in order to understand social actions we must grasp the 
meaning that actors attach to their actions’ and that qualitative methods enable us to 
do this effectively (Taylor, cited in Barrs and Pidgeon, 1993, p.7). There are 
additional implications for research methods when we work with very young children 
which must also be considered. We need to adapt methods carefully to take account 
of both the strengths and weaknesses involved in ‘looking at the world through little 
eyes’ (Woolf, 1998, p.l), and in order to explore the topics at the centre of this thesis.
Conventional methods of participant observation and unstructured interviews were at 
the core of the methodology. There are, however, several features which are 
distinctive to the tasks of researching very young children. One example is the use of 
participative methods in general and peer interviewing in particular. Alanen refers to 
beginning research from ‘children’s standpoint’ (Alanen, 1994) and this is what I 
sought to do through the use of peer research, which involved training older children 
to interview younger ones, something I discuss further in the section on interviewing.
3.4 The role of the researcher
Participant observation was a key data generation strategy throughout the research. 
My intention, however, was not to try to “be” one of the children, after the tradition 
of ‘the least adult approach’ (Mandell, 1991). Mandell moved as the children in the 
nursery she researched did; she crawled through caterpillar tunnels and played with 
them on swings. She did not inject an adult narrative that was didactic or 
disciplinary. Despite acknowledging the strengths of this approach, it was not deemed 
appropriate in this research, as part of the conditions under which I was granted 
access to the school involved working alongside teachers in the classroom and 
running a reading club. I also went on school trips as an extra adult. To have shifted 
from ‘doing child’ to acting the ‘responsible adult’ role, whilst taking children on the 
London underground could have proved a neglect of the duty of care at worst. The 
extent, then to which I was ‘doing as the participants do’ could be questioned.
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What is distinctive about the methods used is that I chose to work collaboratively 
with children (James and James, 2008, Christensen and James. 2000, Qvortrup, 
2004). The children’s opinions were specifically invited. Like May all (1994) and 
Mandell (1991) I sought to research ‘with’ rather than ‘on’ children (cited in Renold, 
2005, p .ll). Interviewing was therefore an important aspect of this research. 
Connolly (1998) points out that younger children are rarely, if ever, directly 
interviewed about their experiences; instead social researchers see fit only to watch 
them. The assumption therefore is they are not able or competent to speak about their 
own lives. One of the aims of this study was to provide a space for children to show 
they can talk and reflect on their own lives and experiences. It meant that using 
participant observation alone would not do; like Connolly I saw the importance of 
speaking to children directly. He cites other studies which simply watched children 
such as Opie and Opie’s (1959) - groundbreaking at the time- work which involved 
watching children’s games in the playground and listening to the chants and rhymes 
they used, Clarricoates (1980) on gender, specifically boys’ attempts to gain 
hegemony in the classroom, and Thome’s (1993) work on gender as a part of 
children’s social worlds at school.
Central to the methods used in this study is a participative research design, which sits 
within wider qualitative principles. My work like Renold’s is ‘with children as 
participants rather than the ‘objects or subjects’ of research’ (p. 12). While this is 
arguably a core issue for all qualitative research (Hammersley, 1976) the issues have 
specific weight when applied to young children. The use of participatory methods is 
part of an innovative movement in research which is particularly ethically sensitive to 
participants who are vulnerable, because it cedes some of the control over the 
research to participants (Chataway 2001, Small 1995, Wadsworth 2001, Alderson 
2001, Sinclair 2004, Fine and Weiss 1997). What makes research participatory is not 
without contention, as discussed by those such as Brownlie, (2009) and Atkinson and 
Hammersley (2005).
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This research seeks to foreground pupil voice. Komulainen (2007), however critiques 
the notion of ‘children’s voice’, cautioning us to see it ‘as socially constructed and 
therefore it is important we deconstruct it’ (Komulainen, p. 18). She argues that 
children’s voice itself ought to be an object of inquiry, and that ultimately, the 
concept of “voices” in the plural is more useful. Otherwise, a ‘so called “child 
centred” discourse’ often results in an ‘individualistic status’ of the voice of the 
individual child, ’ (Komulainen, 2007, p. 19) which in fact results in “their” voices 
remaining unheard. I agree that the idea of voices is of more use both as a method and 
object of inquiry.
3.5 Participative research
There has been a large growth in recent years of interest in participative research with 
children (Hill, 2006, Alderson, 2001). There are debates around how participative 
these methods really are, in the sense that they give a semblance of children being 
able to air their opinions rather than establishing that those opinions will be followed 
through into policy and practice (Tisdall and Bell, 2010). Baraldi (2010) discusses 
how research can provide spaces for children’s autonomy, but how constantly 
‘children observe their own dependence and incompetence in social life’ (p.273) and 
that participative research does little to shift this broader aspect of everyday life.
Brownlie argues there is more ambivalence around the ‘young researcher’ role than is 
often admitted by adult researchers (2009, p.34). James and Prout point out that often 
there is a focus on the technicalities of research with children, and that it is then not 
subjected to scrutiny or critique of the methods and theory being used (1990). Kellett 
(2005) argues research projects with children have not gone far enough, and that they 
need to be led by children, and centred on their concerns. Elsewhere, she seeks to 
answer criticisms of such a child-centred approach, arguing that the key barrier to 
children ‘carrying out research is not their age, but their lack of research skills, so 
why not teach them?’ (Cited in Rix, 2004, p. ix).
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I aimed to meet Reliefs demands about teaching children research skills through the 
research methods used. It is important however, to make clear that I only involved 
children in the generation of data, not the analysis or validation. Nor did I consult or 
construct the research question which is concerned with minority children’s 
experiences of learning to read with children; I came to the school with it ready- 
formed. Given this, perhaps it is important to take care in announcing the 
‘emancipatory claims’ of this research (Lister, cited in Brownlie, 2009, p.699). Pole 
et al. suggest ‘if age is viewed as a form of research capital, children do not appear to 
have enough,’ (Pole et al. 1999, p.51) though their involvement can be full at different 
stages in the process. Given the contentious and contested nature of participative 
methods, I nonetheless feel the affordances they offer make them a worthwhile 
contribution to the methods for this project.
3.6 Peer research
The second method which requires consideration is ‘peer research’. By this I mean 
research by children on other children. The aim of this is again to cede some of the 
power in the researcher: researched relationship to children (Fine, 1997, p.3). A 
further advantage is that it can foster awareness in the researcher of their role and its 
specific characteristics. It implies a constant recognition of the impact adults have 
when they research children, especially when their ethnic and social class status is 
different to those they are researching. I provided older children with questioning 
skills as I trained them to be interviewers. They shared these skills with younger 
children when they interviewed them and read books with them. The idea for this 
came from having observed a Reading Champions session in another London school 
prior to commencing fieldwork. Reading Champions is a peer reading scheme set up 
by the National Literacy Trust, whereby Year 6 (ten and eleven year olds) read with 
Year 2 (six to seven year olds). I was inspired by the ways in which older children co­
operated and worked with the younger children in a way which appeared to be 
enjoyable for all, and I felt this model could be adapted for working in a research 
context.
Kilpatrick (2007) argues rapport between young interviewers is dependent upon 
markers such as age, but also on less obvious ones such as accent and where 
individuals have lived. Laws (2003) points out that being interviewed by someone 
“like you” might not always be recognised as desirable by those experiencing it. Peer 
teaching was the other core data generation tactic I developed. It was an important 
aspect of the strategies employed in the after school reading club I ran. The aim was 
to provide a space for the children to try out asking questions to one another about 
books, and become accustomed to working and reading together. I encouraged 
children to ‘peer scaffold’ (Kendall, 1999) one another’s ideas. Scaffolding-where an 
adult builds on children’s ideas- is a well established teaching strategy in English 
primary school classrooms, as is peer scaffolding to a lesser extent. Usually it is 
teachers who ‘scaffold’ (Bruner, 1983) that is to say build on children’s ideas to take 
them further in their understanding. I attempted to hand the strategy to children so 
they could work with each other.
Peer scaffolding, Kendall argues, operates effectively to promote children’s learning. 
If we agree with Vygotsky’s concept (1984) that learning is about moving into your 
‘proximal zone of development’ (p.34) from secure knowledge onto the next step of 
learning, then other children can be better equipped to explain things to one another 
than an adult. From a research oriented position, I was less concerned about the 
children’s substantive learning explicitly, and more about their building on one 
another’s ideas and developing a trusting relationship to talk about topics important to 
them with one another and with me. Their learning about what it meant to be an 
interviewer, and to explain their thoughts to one another about the books was 
however, within the remit of this research.
The extent to which this strategy worked is limited. The children scaffolded one 
another’s ideas, as is made clear in the following data chapters. Though the intention 
was to create an innovative methodological approach by having the children create 
interview type questions for each other, this part of the research did not work. When 
faced with a pile of books, a digital recorder and another child, the children resorted
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to silence, awkward stoppages and required some intervention as they did not 
understand what was expected next. The scaffolding strategy, where children built on 
one another’s ideas, and on mine, did, however, work well. It was significant that I 
did not take a teàcherly role, and making comments such as T don’t know’, as well as 
postulating a range of possible answers, or repeating one of the suggestions made by 
the children, changed the power dynamic in ways which indicated I was not the 
‘knower’. Other researchers have observed (Cicourel, 1974, Hammersley, 1976, 
Bourne, 2002) teachers often ask questions to children which they in fact have an 
answer to in their heads, so the children perform a guessing ‘game’ to work-out-what- 
the-teacher-wants-to-hear. By tone, body language and reiterating that I genuinely did 
not have the answer- not that I was pretending and wanted the children to find out 
what I had in mind- peer scaffolding was enabled to happen effectively. Walford 
(2008) points out that it is important for researchers to “own up” to what did not 
work, and to the unsmooth process that is ethnographic fieldwork. Here, it was the 
creation of interview questions by the older children, along with their taking an 
interviewer’s role which did not work.
The ethnic composition of the sample of children I researched was significant in my 
motivation to develop these research methods. I believe that in a sample with only 
two white British children, it was important to be aware of the politics of my 
whiteness: the specific research topic heightened the difficulty, as I talked with the 
children about ethnic and racial identities represented in picturebooks whilst not 
“being” Tike them’. Simply taking interest in what they had to say clearly ignores the 
visible racial markers of difference, and the politics of whiteness which are part of the 
topic of this study. In addition it is important to note that all class teachers in Three 
Chimneys School were white British. Therefore in the children’s experience of 
‘schooling as usual’ (Davies, 1993, p. 167) teachers- the ones who held the power in 
school- were always white, and usually female. In peer research the aim is for 
someone similar, in background and age to the participant to take the role of 
interviewer and hence ‘disrupt’ the ‘normal’ research processes. I partly chose peer 
research as a method in order to be reflexive about my own whiteness.
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To start conversations with ethnic minority children about identity- where race and 
ethnicity were likely issues to surface- as a white adult I felt was complex. Some, 
such as Troyna, (1997) argue white researchers researching race need to focus upon 
researching whiteness, rather than ‘helping’ non-white participants- especially 
children who are so often positioned in policy, law and practice as vulnerable. To be 
able to acknowledge my position as outside the lived experiences and realities of the 
identities which I was exploring in the lives of the children was crucial, whilst. 
providing a space to discuss the matters at hand in the atmosphere of peer interviews. 
In practice, the opportunities to air thoughts and feelings on these matters proved 
highly potent; one of the surprises of this research was the ways the children 
clamored for opportunities for more such conversations.
The methodological innovations of peer interviewing and peer teaching had the 
intention of providing opportunities for ‘catalytic validity ’ (Lather, 1986, p.3). 
Catalytic validity is, Lather argues, opposed to forms of research where researchers 
enter the field and ‘take’ narratives from participants. In the most extreme cases, she 
argues this process constitutes ‘rape’. From a feminist standpoint. Lather sets up an 
alternative way of researching, where tools to analyse their own lives are given back 
to interviewees, but more importantly, the experience of being involved in the 
research can facilitate positive change in the lives of those in the research setting after 
the research is completed (Schostak and Schostak, 2007). From the feedback 
participants gave me I believe that to some extent this did occur, and specific 
instances of this are offered in the data in chapter four and in chapter seven.
3.7 Visual methods
There is a tradition of using visual methods with children, in research as far back as 
Jahoda et al.’s (1972) which explored identity. In my research, I wanted to use visual 
methods to provide a way for children to respond which was non-verbal. I encouraged 
children to draw or write about their experience of being interviewed immediately 
afterwards, in notebooks to be used as picture diaries which I gave them. This
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approach was taken from Christensen’s suggestion (2004) of using task-based work 
with children in research, as, she argues, they respond better to concrete acts- reading 
the book and drawing pictures- in this context.
Zeitlyn and Mand point out, however, that it is important to not assume children 
“need” different methods in research as this ‘risks falling into the trap of 
essentialising children into a bounded tribe’ (p.992). When 1 experimented with 
visual methods in this particular school some interesting issues resulted. I could not 
initially make a synthesis between what the children were saying- that they loved 
taking part in the interviews, and what they were actually recording in their picture 
diaries- scribbles and celebrities’ names, or their own names, scribed in bubble 
writing, which all seemed unconnected to the books. When I asked ‘why’ the children 
had written celebrity names, at first, I received shrugs and silences in response. I 
realised on reflection that the promptings of other visual researchers (Jahoda et al.,
1972, and Christensen, 2004) were problematic. My assumption that the children 
would ‘love drawing’ was also one which it was necessary for me to question. 
Reflexively I realised this was all data- both my response, and what the children 
drew. A key insight into what they drew- or rather did not draw- came from Zeitlyn 
and Mand’s work (2012) with Bangladeshi children in London:
although visual participatory methods overcome barriers posed by language 
capacity... some children resisted drawing people on account of Islamic 
religious rules which forbid the drawing of humans or animals (Zeitlyn and 
Mand, 2012, p. 1002).
These were issues I had not considered before entering the field, but what Zeitlyn and 
Mand point out was relevant for many of my participants. A recommendation of 
Chambers’ (1995) also helped. He argues the word ‘why’ can be seen by children as 
an interrogation, and is better replaced with asking children to ‘tell’ about something. 
Avoiding asking why they had drawn certain things slowly showed results whilst 
sitting beside them and asking them to tell me about their drawings. Shifts in the
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original research design were essential. I did not analyse visual data, as there was not 
enough of any quality or relevance to the research, and in many cases additionally it 
would have broken anonymity.
3.8 The research process: the use o f ‘trigger material’
I used ‘multicultural’ and school reading books as ‘trigger materials ‘(Troyna and 
Carrington, 1989, p. 12) with children in order to elicit talk. With such a wealth of 
picturebooks available, it was difficult to decide upon criteria by which books should 
be chosen. I selected eight books in total, to provide choice of reading material. For 
the multicultural books, I chose what have been constructed as the ‘best’ books, 
according to judges, librarians, and the press; all had won awards. These included 
Carnegie Award, Newbery and Caldecott Medal winners, and the Sunday Times 
Children’s Book of the Year. All books were published within the last five years. The 
multicultural books selected depict non-white children engaged in everyday activities, 
such as washing up, playing, or going swimming (for synopses of the books see 
appendix IF). Such books were rare, or even entirely absent in both of the classrooms 
where the research took place, where it was only during Black History month that 
biographies of Black people were found; they had been borrowed from an outside 
library. I also used books which belonged to the school and were part of everyday 
reading. I selected three titles from the Oxford Reading Tree series, the school’s 
reading scheme which contained representations of Black characters.
I wanted to gain a snapshot of what children were doing when they interacted with 
multicultural books that they encountered in school. The decisions for sampling the 
books therefore were based upon a wish to use books which could be found in a 
school library or classroom in order to keep the everyday aspect of reading present in 
the research. I selected the books before I met the children, which could be seen as a 
limitation in the research-1 could have found out what the children’s interests were 
and then selected books based on this. The implications of the books chosen for 
subsequent analysis and interpretation are that the children discussed themes present 
in the particular books selected, such as friendship, locality, and characters from a
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range of ethnie, racial and local backgrounds. These were, however, only some of the 
themes presented in the books. There were many others, such as pets, sports and food, 
which the children did not discuss at all. Nonetheless, in books where the topic of 
friendship was not central, this theme still surfaced. I argue, therefore, in terms of the 
subsequent analysis made that the children were seeking to work through their 
subjectivities at school as they ‘did’ school, and gendered, reading and age related 
identities through reading multicultural picturebooks. Friendship surfaced because it 
was important to them. I argue that I could have chosen a quite different sample of 
books, and children would still have talked about their own concerns, such as 
working through their subjectivities, and it is these concerns which inform the 
analysis and interpretation in this thesis. I suggest that the sample of books selected 
act as prompts and props for this work.
3.9 The books’ role in interviews
The intention was to interview all children twice, in pairs and to read a book during 
the interview. Often the children had already begun touching, looking at and 
commenting on the books before the interview began. We decided who would read, 
and as we went through the book page by page, I would provide clarificatory 
questions and supplementary ones if the conversation ground to a halt (see appendix 
1A for interview topics) reading the books in this way aimed to allow space for the 
children to comment and discuss, and for me to observe the ways they interacted with 
the materiality of the book. The aim was for the older children to ask the questions in 
the first round of interviews. Prior to the interviews, they had generated suggestions 
about the sorts of questions they would ask, and noted these down for their own 
reference.
In practice, the interviews involved a three-way conversation, where the younger 
child asked questions addressed to the older child and me, and I also asked questions 
to them (for a list of interviews, see appendix 1L). The process was dialogic and 
conversational. Once first interviews were completed, I thanked the children and 
invited them to choose a sticker for taking part (see appendix 1J). In the second round
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of interviews, the children chose a friend as an interview partner from within their 
own class, whilst I took the role of interviewer. As others have found (Woods, 1981, 
Davies, 1982) organising interviews through children’s friendships helps create what 
Renold calls a ‘comfortable and non-threatening atmosphere’ (Renold, 2005, p. 13).
3.10 Analysis
An inductive analytical approach was used, in terms of allowing themes to emerge 
from the data, rather than approaching with preconceived ideas. Analysis was 
ongoing as data was collected. The data were coded and key concepts and themes 
drawn from this process, building theory up from the data (Coffey and Atkinson, 
1996). When analysing data, Charmaz’s (1995) more flexible approach to Grounded 
Theory was used. Epistemologically, this project starts from an interdisciplinary 
approach, which seeks to employ theory and practice from children’s literature, 
education, literary and art theory and sociology. The aim was that the data generated 
by and about the children in this study would be consistent with the epistemology and 
meanings specified here, and with the literature from the disciplines discussed above. 
Surprises in the data, and there were several, revealed gaps in the literature as part of 
this process.
Constant comparisons between data from participant observation and interviews were 
made. I used analytic induction to try to systematically disprove any of the negative 
cases across the interviews (Becker, 1958). I then turned to the published literature to 
compare my data with what was found there. Once several themes became clear, 
through their salience, frequency, evocative properties and relevance to the research 
question (Mehan, 1979), they were built upon. Analysis was completed by hand.
3.11 Three Chimneys: the school and access
I begin this section describing the school where the research took place, and why it 
was selected- though I would not frame this process as my “choosing” the school. My 
contact mentioned in chapter one approached the school, and its gatekeepers 
effectively went over my head, so that I was simply informed by email to call the
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head of the school. The head agreed in the final week of the preceding summer term 
that I could conduct my research at Three Chimneys.
Three Chimneys was a school in crisis when I arrived in September 2010, under 
threat of being closed down, and reopened as an academy if literacy results did not 
improve. Teachers at Three Chimneys inoculated themselves against the “failures” of 
the school through protective discourses of the socio-economic and linguistic 
problems of the families whose children attended the school . The vertical 
stratifications of league tables nonetheless affected the teachers, who spoke of feeling 
constantly judged.
Three Chimneys is a community school of average size, with just under three hundred 
pupils. It is located in central London. The school is very ethnically diverse, but less 
socio-economically diverse, as the majority of children live on the neighbouring 
council estate. The children come from a range of ethnic backgrounds, though most 
are Muslim. Indeed the Year 2 teacher construed the school as a ‘Muslim school’ (it 
is not a designated Faith school of any denomination) because of the number of 
Muslim children on roll. The school does not keep data on religion and ethnicity, but 
within my sample almost three quarters reported themselves to be Muslim.
Three Chimneys estate, which was situated adjacent to the school, was in the top 
twenty per cent of the most deprived areas in England on the multiple 
deprivation index. Sixty five percent of families with children at the school-were 
in receipt of free school meals- a means tested benefit- against a national 
average of just over forty three per cent fwww.education.gov.uk. 2010). This is 
seen to be one of the clearest indicators of low socio-economic status. A high 
number of children in both classes had speech and language and other special 
educational needs. There are multiple reasons for early speech and language 
problems, including the acquisition of two or more languages at the same time at 
a young age (Perozzi and Sanchez, 1992, Paradis and Genesee, 2008). This issue 
had relevance to children at Three Chimneys. The literature, however, strongly
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argues for the links between poverty, neglect and speech delay (Allen and 
Wasserman, 1985, Culp et al, 1991, Bishop and Leonard, 2000, Locke et al, 
2002). On baseline assessments in Reception when children join the school at 
age four/their results are well below national average. This remains a trend with 
both Key Stage one and Key Stage 2 SATs results; the children's comments about 
reading were therefore framed in the context of attending a failing school.
Three Chimneys is located in Zone 1 in London. The geographical area around 
the school is a mix of huge Regency houses with shared manicured gardens and 
artisan boutiques, and council owned, very well maintained property, which 
does not at a glance yield up the picture of such deprivation as the statistics 
show. My initial response was how well located it was. I noted however in my 
fieldnotes:
in the mornings, from som e quite affluent housing in the local area, children w earing  
other school uniforms hurry off, and the children in the straw  boaters for school uniform  
hurry in that direction too. I w onder w hat that absence means, w hat that silence creates, 
and whom  that m eans you find in this school.
A partial answer to this lies in the Ofsted report (2009) which indicates eighty 
percent of the children at Three Chimneys had English as an additional language, 
which means a language other than English was spoken at home. Three quarters 
of the school population were at the early stages of language acquisition- which 
refers to basic competence in speaking and understanding English. A fifth of the 
schools' population were refugees. There are, of course, overlaps in these 
categories, as the children with EAL were also the refugee children, so in 
dominant discourses these children were framed as multiply marginalised. The 
children's ethnic and linguistic status is clearly present in the empirical data in 
chapters four, six and seven.
Three children in the Year 6 cohort- out of thirty- were working at national average 
levels in reading. There were also concerns over the achievements of children in Year 
2, whose SATs results were predicted to be low, and there were a high number, of
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children with Special Educational needs (fourteen out of thirty children). This 
representation provides no information about individual children, their stories or 
struggles, their strengths or weaknesses, however. By speaking to them in this 
research I sought to engage with the children’s personal stories.
3.12 Sampling in qualitative research
Qualitative research does not aim to create generalisations about the wider population 
(Silverman, 2010). Rather, the intention is to explore causality, and to look at micro­
factors in social processes. In the case of this research, processes involved with 
children and reading in school, and the materiality of the book were central (Denzin, 
2002, Atkinson, 2010). Mason (2007) indicates that ‘the conventions for sampling in 
qualitative research are less clear-cut or well established than for statistical sampling 
and quantitative research’ (p. 144). The sampling strategy I selected was illustrative, 
or evocative. Mason also discusses ‘temporal parameters’ (p. 133) which were 
significant in the research site, since children were only present from 8.50am-3.15pm 
Monday to Friday, and this was bounded by school holiday times. Working with the 
whole Year 2 and Year 6 cohorts made for a representative sample of the school 
population in terms of gender, ethnicity, class and ability.
3.13 ‘Insider’ research
In this section I consider specific issues and challenges with ethnographies in school 
and the place of reflexivity. As Lareau (2000) notes, school environments can 
sometimes be difficult places in which to conduct research. This is the result of a 
number of factors which are documented in school ethnographies. Understanding the 
issues which arise almost always involves strategies of reflexivity. I had ‘insider’ 
knowledge to some extent of the workings of schools and gatekeepers to schools as a 
result of being a Primary school teacher. It is acknowledged in academic literature 
that a degree of insider status can facilitate the development of successful and 
productive interactions (Hodkinson, 2005); it is often difficult for outsiders to be 
granted access into already pressured school environments. Having ‘insider’ status in 
research, however, does raise some issues. Given I had been a teacher, I found it
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particularly difficult to ‘remember it was important to regard the normal as 
unfamiliar’ (May, 1993, p.l 13). I sought initially to not be involved in behaviour 
management, but, like Lareau, in her refreshingly honest account of the problems of 
school ethnography, I ‘did not remember the exact point at which I gave up’ (Lareau, 
2000, p.91) not taking a role in this.
I considered what I wore quite carefully, in order to not to give off signals that I ‘was’ 
a teacher at the school. Atkinson and Hammersley (2005) have written about the 
importance of what you wear to ‘do’ fieldwork, and how this contributes to how you 
are perceived in the field. I wore “work clothes”, for example Black trousers, and 
demure knee length skirts, but with bright earrings and bangles. I would not have 
worn such accessories if I was a teacher, and this marked me out- albeit subtly- from 
the teachers in the school who dressed more ‘professionally’ and plainly. Such details 
were commented upon, and the items touched, incessantly, by the children, in 
particular the girls in the younger group, but by no means exclusively. I believe items 
such as jewellery and nail varnish conferred my adult, female, but ‘not-quite-teacher’ 
status to the children.
Corsaro (2003) was referred to by the children as ‘Big Bill’, in his nursery based 
research, as, whilst he sat at the children’s level, his difference in degree- as adult 
male- was distinct from the children’s identities as ‘small’. His identity was noted in 
visible ways similar how the children noted mine. There was a duality in my attempt 
to not “look like” a teacher, however since I had been one, and I carried with me 
teaching discourses about children’s learning, such as Vygotsky’s (1984) mentioned 
earlier. There was, therefore, a paradox of sorts involved in the way I presented 
myself at the school, as I was trained as a teacher, a fact I told the children, and which 
they commented on. In many ways this did not clarify things perfectly for either 
children or for teachers. I do not think that the children necessarily saw me as a 
teacher but neither did they place me as a researcher, as they signaled to me that they 
did not understand what a researcher was. It was not that the children forgot I was a 
researcher in the sense that my purpose of being in their school became clouded by
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familiarity. Rather, they did not understand the concept of what ‘being a researcher’ . 
entailed. They called me ‘teacher’ which I constantly rebuffed arid explained that I 
was ‘writing a book about reading,’ and their school and their opinions. This was 
ethically difficult, as it was important the children understood what my role was, and 
what the research was about, so I continued to try to explain what l was doing 
throughout the research process.
It is important that I reflect upon my positionality, both as a former teacher and 
as white in relation to the potential responses the children had. In terms of my 
former teacher status, I felt with both pupils and staff there was a two way 
process of judgment going on, where I was watching but also being watched. At 
times I sat as a clenched-teethed listener and did not interfere in what was 
happening- my lack of intervention clearly positioned me as a former, not a 
current teacher. I saw all this all as part of the aches and pains of research, as I 
maneuvered the role of the constant 'in between-ness of the researcher' (Katz, 
1992, p.505). In some ways, assisting with children's work in the classroom was 
part of the 'research bargain' (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1981/1983, p.24) I 
established, therefore my former teacher status had exchange value (Bourdieu, 
1984] in the classroom. I also would not have had a clear idea of how to organise 
a reading club or to set up interviews with children to operate effectively had I 
not been a former teacher, so I used my teaching capital to inform the research. 
Of course any approach silences other approaches, so it is important to own my 
own position, trajectories and past experiences and how they came to bear on 
this research, and to write that positionality in.
In terms of my whiteness more specifically, it is of course possible that the 
children's potential answers were framed by a sense of social desirability in 
talking to a white researcher and therefore they positioned whiteness as 
dominant and desirable in their talk. The children could have been conferring a 
sense of invisible privilege (Frankenberg, 1993] onto my status as white. I do 
not, however, think my whiteness influenced the children's potential answers
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about racialised others in this way for two reasons. The first is that the children 
quickly excavated my own heritage, as they repeatedly asked where I was from. 
This made me reflect on my own positionality. My Russian/American and Irish 
Celtic/Scottish genealogy, and strands of my family's migration narratives- 
linked to international emergency in the form of the world wars- mirrored their 
stories, ending in the UK. I was not simply 'from' London, and we together 
unpacked and reflected upon identity and belonging; again owning and 
positioning I and my subjectivity was key. Having identified the in between-ness 
of the researcher (Katz, 1992, p.505] already in this section, I must flag up that 
the biggest difference between myself and the children which effected their 
potential responses was my adult status and the fact they were children.
Drawing both on symbolic resources of 'when I was a teacher' and 'where I was 
from', facilitated, and of course influenced my research at Three Chimneys.
It was only by being reflexive about my role, and considering on a minute-by-minute 
basis what was appropriate that I had the opportunity of ‘getting it right’ and 
sometimes I felt I ‘got it wrong’. There was a general lack of understanding about 
research; for example the literacy co-ordinator wanted to run volunteer reading 
sessions in the library while I was interviewing, and I had to explain I had ensured the 
children confidentiality and privacy so this was not possible.
A particular site of tension in this ‘failing school’ was around the question of raising 
children’s reading standards. It was a core aim in the school. There were tensions 
between what the school wanted from the project, and my aims. There was an 
awkward relationship between what I thought I was doing in the school, and what the 
school thought I was doing, in spite of information sheets I had circulated at the start 
of term amongst staff (see appendix I I). Nonetheless, these tensions had a positive 
outcome in terms of the school’s reading results, which improved that year. Whether 
this had any relationship to the research I cannot say, as this was not something I 
asked about. The relationship with the school had to be managed in order for me to 
get the data I needed. This was partly linked to the school’s very low literacy levels
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and therefore great store was set on ‘improvements’ and ‘effectiveness’ of everything 
literacy-related taking place on the grounds. Part of what I gave back to the school 
was the reading club. The club was oversubscribed: The children seemed to enjoy the 
club, and their evaluations are discussed in chapter four.
Leaving the field, as an insider or not, is an issue which does not gain much specific 
attention in ethics boards and I would argue that in qualitative research projects it is 
underemphasised. On my last day in the school, Year 2 lined up, and one after the 
other, (bar a few children) approached me, hugged me solemnly and wished me well, 
then filed past; both as a research experience, intellectually, but also emotionally this 
was highly memorable! One boy asked if f  would come and visit him at his house, 
and I was invited to the birthday party of a girl, neither of which invitations I took up 
because I felt awkward about doing so-1 was going to leave these children’s lives to 
write up the research, and momentarily prolonging my presence outside research 
parameters seemed dishonest.
3.14 Reflexivity: fieldnotes
The origins of reflexivity in research come from Goffman’s work (1959), and 
phenomenology. Throughout the research process, extensive fieldnotes were taken. 
This included a reflexive process whereby I sought to ‘wash the mind clean’ (Woods, 
1981, p.67) in a setting which was anything but alien to me. My fieldnotes provided a 
rolling account of my feelings about the research process. They included my 
reflections on my growing awareness of my positioning within the school as 
‘researcher’. They identify the points at which significant themes relating to these 
issues began to emerge. Issues arose that were specific to working with young 
children in research, and it was important to provide a properly detailed account of 
the physicality of their responses. My fieldnotes aimed to track- where possible- the 
influences I had as a researcher on the research. I made fieldnotes covertly, outside of 
the classroom. I usually wrote them up at the end of the school day from bullet points 
scribbled on scraps of paper during breaks between lessons or activities.
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Those who have written about reflexivity have argued for the importance of the 
researcher developing their awareness of the impact they have on the research setting 
and its participants. As part of this reflexive practice, I realised it was important that I 
asked myself why I felt so passionate about reading, as this passion was what had 
drawn me to this research in the first place. I wanted to question whether there was an 
almost missionary zeal in my desire to impart the love and the joy and the usefulness 
of reading to children. I also reflected on whether there were issues about mapping 
my own white, middle-class female value systems onto these children. I drew upon 
Frankenberg (1993) and Bonnett (2000) who argue white researchers must not 
invisibilise whiteness, as a starting point for reflexivity. Frankenberg’s research was 
with white participants so the issues were, however different.
I felt desperation initially about the level of problems with reading the children 
encountered, a horror at their lack of skill and inability to access text. I wondered 
whether the horror, or at least the desperation was all mine, or whether there was 
desperation in these children, desperation about not being able to read, or about other 
issues in their lives, that I was tuning into. I was also surprised at why I felt horror, 
and at the strength of the emotion. I thought that given the strength of the feelings 
attached to this, it was worth noting and exploring. It was important I looked at what 
part my feelings were playing in my handling of the situation. The use of fieldnotes 
gave me an opportunity to begin this process. I go on to discuss ethical issues next.
3.15 Ethical Issues: Voluntaiy Informed Consent
Voluntary informed consent is required for every research participant. The 
participants’ understanding of their research rights is essential to meet this ethical 
requirement (Bruzzese and Fisher 2003). Given the age of the participants, there was 
concern about their ability to read and understand a consent form independently. The 
University of Surrey guidelines on this matter state that:
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Parents and guardians should be given all relevant details of the study with the 
opportunity of removing their child from the study (passive consent) 
(University Ethics Committee, 2009).
My ethics submission suggested that parents would provide active consent, agreeing, 
or not, for their child to be involved at the initial stage, rather than solely passive 
consent (removal of their child from the research) later. Clarke and Moss argue:
it is not only a question of seeing the world from the children’s perspectives 
but of acknowledging their rights to express their point of view, or remain 
silent (Clarke and Moss, 2001, p.34). 
which reminds us that it is important to continue to consider different aspects of 
voluntary informed consent through the research process.
Consent and information sheets were given to the class teacher once I was granted 
ethical clearance from the university. I came into the classrooms when letters were 
handed out to explain the project to the children who would be involved. Letters to 
parents/carers contained two dates, one week in advance, at which time I would be 
available to answer any questions. Honesty, openness and clarity were also critical in 
providing first parents, and later, children, with the ability to make informed 
decisions. The completion and return of consent forms was problematic. It took 
weeks for the forms to come back to school, until multiple reminder letters were sent. 
No parents approached me with questions on the allocated days. I realised-too late- 
after reading Lareau’s (2000) section on ethnographic fieldwork in a school, that I 
should have taken the same route she adopted with American families with low 
literacy levels. She telephoned families to gain interview consent, rather than sending 
written materials to them.
I want, however, to emphasise the crucial significance of ensuring children as well as 
their parents are consulted. There is an increasing emphasis on children being 
consulted on matters which affect them (France 2004; Hill 2006; Greig and Taylor, 
2007). The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) enshrines the right for
children to express views about matters affecting them. The Gillick Ruling (1985) 
determines that when there is ‘sufficient understanding’, a child can provide consent 
to medical treatment (Heath, Charles et al. 2004). This decision has also been taken 
and applied to other matters of consent, including research participation (Masson 
2004). It is also becoming widely recognised by the academic community that 
children can provide valuable accounts of their own lives and experiences (Grieg and 
Taylor 2007; Hallett and Prout 2003). Neither the Gillick Ruling nor the UN 
Convention discussed above specify an age limit to consent to research. Risks are 
assessed here under four main categories; confidentiality and privacy, environment, 
risk from adults, and emotional health and wellbeing.
3.16 Confidentiality and Privacy
Participants were made aware before data collection began that confidentiality would 
only be broken if I believed someone was in danger to themselves or was endangering 
others, or I was legally obliged to do so. If disclosures of this kind occurred, I would 
remind the child or adult of my obligation to report the disclosure. I discussed the 
information with the teacher, and encouraged the child to repeat what they told me. 
For example, there were several cases of comments made by children who were 
already on the child protection register, related to their wellbeing at home, which I 
reported to the class teacher. Had some other concern arisen from the teacher’s point 
of view, they could have asked me to exempt a particular child from taking part in the 
research completely, or on an individual day or session, though this did not occur. I 
hope that the measures discussed above gave the children some control over the 
research proceedings. Participants have the right to be protected from any potential 
harm which could result from the publishing of material, such as personal or family 
matters being recognised by other readers. Given this, in some cases data were left 
out or details changed in order to protect an individual’s identity.
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3.17 Environment
The participants were involved in data generation within their normal school 
environment, in their school library. This provided a quiet space for interviews, - 
amongst their peers.
3.18 Risk from Adults
The intention was that there should be no adverse effects in reading picturebooks with 
children. Nonetheless, I was aware that by using books containing children of 
different ethnicities as a platform for discussing identity, this could lead into sensitive 
topics. It was important to remain aware of the potential difficulties the books I had 
chosen could create, and to be prepared for whatever may happen. Risks or hazards 
for the research participants included potential risk for the children from adults. I 
acknowledged the responsibility of adults working with young people to obtain an up 
to date Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) check. My CRB was given to the school 
prior to commencing fieldwork. In writing up the data, every attempt was made to 
accurately and fairly represent the children’s views. This was done with consideration 
to how the data could potentially be misused or misrepresented. The input of the 
children themselves, my own teaching experience, and research insights from the 
wider academic community were invaluable in meeting this aim.
3.19 Emotional Health and Wellbeing
I was willing and ready to remove myself from any activity, at any time that a child or 
the teacher considered necessary. In this way risks could be minimised. There were 
no instances in which this was necessary. When placed against the considerable 
benefits which a wealth of academic literature identifies accruing to those taking part 
in participation-rich research models (Schostak and Schostak 2007, Cammeroto and 
Fine 2008), the benefits outweigh the risks. It is, however, not always possible to 
predict the responses of participants to research questions (Kirsch 2005). One 
example of this was when one child told me something about her Islamic religious 
belief, which her interview partner, and friend, felt it was not appropriate to share 
with me, as a non-Muslim outsider, and she became very upset. I asked if the child
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would like to move onto something else or stop the interview, and providing 
reassurance that everyone’s opinions were valid was key.
3.20 Limitations
In spite of the claims which research such as this makes to impact upon the lives of 
children who take part in it, it is important to see the limitations in practice in its 
ability to ‘make a difference’ (Schostak and Schostak, 2007). This research cannot, 
and does not aim to address the social, economic and emotional issues in these 
children’s lives, which, as highlighted earlier were often complex. The positive 
effects of the research came through highlighting reading as a skill and an activity, as 
reading levels did improve, as did the status of reading as an activity in school, at 
least amongst children in the classes I worked with. Though the children did not take 
warmly to the idea of reading, and spoke of it in largely negative terms, the time I 
took to read with them, and to set up the reading club did, paradoxically, improve 
their reading and make them engage with it. The long-term impact of this, however, is 
not known.
The original research design had to be modified. The idea of redressing the power 
balance between interviewer and interviewee/child and adult did not work: as 
outlined earlier in the section on interviewing, the older peer interviewers needed 
much prompting and the interview became a three way conversation rather than one 
led by the older child. The opportunity to spend time with both age groups of children 
was not symmetrical, as a result of factors in the school related to its failing status 
which were entirely out of my control. I spent much more time with the Year 2 
children. The cost to the research was clear; I had far more open and trusting 
relationships with the Year 2 class. I became aware that after a period when I had not 
spent time with the children in Year 6 they seemed shy of me, whereas the younger 
children chatted quite happily with me and became very accustomed to my presence.
It is important to note I had so little access to Year 6 that I was not able to complete 
the second round of interviews with all children in that class, nor was I able to spend
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the two days a week I had intended with them, which was part of the research design; 
for around four months I was out of the Year 6 classroom completely. This was due 
to timings of SATs examinations, and how the class was split between teachers 
because of behaviour management problems. Children ‘bunked off (did not turn up) 
for booster sessions to improve SATs results, scheduled before the start of the school
3.21 Parents
Initially, parents were a notable absence in this research. I sent a letter asking parents 
to come to read to the children at reading club. I received two replies (from fifty nine 
homes). I began to feel frustrated and cut off from the parents, but I also realised this 
was crucial data. I was aware that part of the issue was parents not speaking English 
and not having close, useful relationships with the school (Reay, 1998, Ball etal,
2011, Lareau, 1987, Gillbom, 2010). After several months, I was invited to come to a 
weekly coffee morning for parents, by the Home-School Liaison Officer to talk about 
my research. None of the mothers from the coffee morning, who seemed interested in 
the research, subsequently came to read to the group. Contact dwindled with parents, 
and the three interviews I arranged with mothers were obtained through contacts I 
made at an International Women’s Day event which took place in the estate’s youth 
club, during the school day with mothers from the school. The home-school liaison 
officer also invited me to this event.
3.22 Conclusion
In this chapter I explored theoretical issues in the literature related to methodology. I 
considered the affordances and drawbacks of different methods. It was important, I 
argued, to engage with this literature because research on children remains 
marginalised not only as part of sociology but also within academia to a large extent, 
and indeed research by children is almost absent in sociology, Kellett (2005). Given 
one of the key aims of this research is to foreground children’s voices, I argue it is 
essential to engage with the debates in the methodological literature on how this 
should and can be done, as it is distinct from research with adults or young people as
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participants. I examined the ways in which methods were adapted, and continued to 
be adapted once in the field. I showed how the research design sought to harness 
children’s narratives about their own lives, experiences and identities. The chapter 
indicates that through reflexive practices I was able to examine the ways in which this 
was, and was not successful. This chapter demonstrated the power relations, ‘insider’ 
research and the complex nature of the role 1 came to occupy in the field.
I indicated the extent to which I had to mediate between the competing demands of 
my research and the aims of the school, arid the needs and perspectives of young 
children. While this tension ended with satisfactory outcomes for both sides at the 
completion of the research, it was not always straightforward to negotiate in practice, 
and at times I thought the research would never be feasible, nor that I would complete 
it. I highlighted the emotionality involved in this research project, in terms of the 
desire ! felt to give something back to children and the school community. I argue it 
is important to flag uncomfortable incidents and issues in order to indicate the reality 
that research is not a smooth, polished process.
Reflexive accounts indicate research as rather a process which requires moderation, 
careful footwork and disjunctures, stoppages, and difficulties along the way. The 
unexpected aspects that occurred in the fieldwork could not have been planned for, 
and these indicate the difficulty of predicting the specific navigation between 
institutional demands- in this case, of the school and research demands of the project. 
It is important to highlight the lack of actual rights that a researcher has in particular 
settings, as, despite having insider status, I was not, in fact an insider.
Particularly in light of having been a class teacher, I was aware of the privileged 
position I had with these children, in consulting their opinions, having time to listen 
to what they had to say, and having the resources to interview in pairs, rather than 
always working in a whole-class setting. An extended period spent in school allowed 
me to meet the aim of the . research to allow time and space for children to articulate 
and reflect upon narratives about their lives, learning to read and their ethnic and
cultural identities as they framed them in their talk and interactions with books. 
Utilising different methods; participant observation, paired qualitative peer interviews 
and picture diaries added to the quality of the data generated, and enabled me to 
explore the data from a range of different perspectives and in greater depth and 
breadth.
Traditionally, policy has relied upon quantitative studies. Policy makers, however, are 
starting to give greater weight to qualitative research when collating evidence 
(Graham and McDermott, 2005). The in-depth understandings qualitative research 
can produce can have a beneficial and important effect on the development of 
targeted and effective practice as well as policy. Large-scale surveys and research 
organisations (NFER, National Children’s Bureau, QSS at the Institute of Education) 
are fundamentally responsible for informing government policy, which is fed into 
classroom practice. The dominance of quantitative methods in this field leaves a gap 
which qualitative research can aim to address on issues of children reading. 
Quantitative methods are not sufficient on their own- we also need to focus on 
children’s experience and their reactions. We need to know more about their 
perspectives and grasp more about the meanings they bring. Taking a 
phenomenological and experiential approach to this research is key as it enables the 
impression of how the children experience reading and the meanings they make of 
this activity to emerge.
Chapter four is the first empirical data chapter in this thesis. It considers data about 
reading, in terms of the ways in which children interacted with the materiality of the 
picturebook itself. The phenomenon of reading and the materiality of the book are 
important aspects of the key aims of this thesis- to examine the phenomenon of 
children learning to read from their own perspectives, and to foreground their 
opinions and experiences of reading picturebooks. Following the methodological 
decisions explained here, the following chapters highlight and prioritise the voices of 
the children involved in the research.
4 Reading and the Materiality of the Book
4.1 Introduction
In this chapter, I consider four issues generated in the data that are in essence linked 
to children and the materiality of reading: the physical nature of books and the 
physicality of reading, speaking and reading, and the content of books, along with 
what meanings the children make of them. The way in which the children read their 
identities into, and construct identities off from what they find in the pages of 
picturebooks is explored. Such identifications are mediated by raced and gendered 
narratives in the constructions o f the children’s subjectivities, and selves-as-readers. I 
address the question of whether children need to see others who look like them in the 
books they learn to read with in school- in order to read well- through the, data 
presented in this chapter.
Themes of ethnicity and identity are inflected through the children’s discussions of 
reading preferences, and how they feel about books which depict ‘different Others'. 
Whiteness is made highly visible in their talk about picturebooks, where in the social 
world of adults, McIntosh (1988) and Frankenberg (1993) argue whiteness is 
invisibilised. In the data presented in this chapter, the children foreground it, rather 
than rendering whiteness absent and unremarked. They make whiteness salient in 
their talk, by naming it, and by pointing out representations of white characters in 
picturebook illustrations. The themes were generated from children’s interactions with 
picturebooks, and the materiality of fictional characters.
What I intend by the use of the term the materiality of reading is to draw attention to 
the young child’s experience of the physical aspects of books: opening a front cover, 
turning or flicking pages, hurrying through them or delaying on others. Touching 
paper and pictures, moving backwards or forwards through the book, and the weight 
and feel of it are all part of this. The focus on the materiality of the book is directly 
linked with my research question because I want to explore what mbaning the 
children in the research sample make of these aspects of the book as an artefact, how 
they interact with it and what they say about it. The key question is how the
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materiality of the book is part of and affects their experiences of learning to read at 
school.
The issue of materiality is concerned with the physicality of the practice of reading. 
What children have to say about individual books also comes under this remit. It is 
important to define the materiality of reading through a clear sense of what it is not: it 
is not reading as a skill, or act, it is not reading as storytelling or about children 
storying themselves, nor is it about ‘reading o ff stories from television programmes 
or films; it is focused rather upon interactions between the child and the object of the 
book, as opposed, for example to talking about the feelings associated with learning to 
read, which are considered in the next chapter. As I have already made clear, I 
consider the role of the book as a material object in this chapter, but it is also 
important to envisage the book as held in a complex web where home, oral stories, 
reading as a social practice, school comprehension work, phonics and curriculum 
reading and assessment are caught up among the delicate interconnecting strands too. 
The children understand reading not only to be a phenomenon which happens during 
school time and lessons, but rather it is linked through thin, barely visible webs, but 
spider steel strong ones, to their lives at home. Reading is performed in a range of 
settings and scenarios with different power dynamics and implications, but one thing 
remains a constant where book reading is concerned, and that is the presence of the 
materiality of the book.
The data presented in this chapter have implications for one of the aims of this 
research: that of exploring whether ethnic minority children welcome and “need” to 
see others like them in the books they learn to read with in school. Stones, (1981) 
Klein, (1981) and Wilkins (2009) have argued that children’s learning to read 
successfully depends on opportunities of this kind. We are clearly able to see how, 
when the children are provided with opportunities to read and discuss books, they 
bring their own lives and concerns into their readings of picturebooks (Rosenblatt, 
1938/1990, Enciso, 1997). The literature on the issue makes assumptions which 
encapsulate normative expectations about how ethnic minority childreh should relate 
to the representation of Black characters in the books they encounter in learning to
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read (Picower, 2009, Copenhaver-Johnson, 2006, Stones, 1981, 2009). One of the key 
findings in this chapter is that in the children’s talk about multicultural picturebooks, 
they reject brown and Black characters they encounter in them.
Ethnic minority children at Three Chimneys do not hold “someone like me” up as a 
desirable protagonist in books. The data have complex implications. I argue that the 
data suggest non-white children articulate whiteness as desirable. They understand 
whiteness to be the norm in children’s books, but in addition they attach moral and 
value judgments onto it and invest whiteness with goodness. There has been research 
conducted which focuses upon inter-racial groups’ dislike of darker skin in studies of 
adults (Modood, 1988, Case, 2007, Healey, 2011) but this is a new finding where it 
concerns young children’s interactions with picturebooks.
4.2 The materiality of the book
I start by exploring the physicality of children’s responses to books. A noteworthy 
feature in the data is children’s body responses which accompanied reading books 
aloud. These actions form a subset of the children’s interactions with the materiality 
of the book. Such responses are integral to the way in which children interacted with 
books. Children used gesture in addition to ‘voice’. They pointed at things in the book 
in order to clarify what they were talking about, or if they did not know the name of 
something:
Emilio (Columbian, 6): [Looking at the market scene in Mirror-see figure 3.7, in chapter 7]. 
H e’s err, what’s that? [Points at a radio one vendor is listening to in the market where a 
myriad o f things are being sold out in the operi\.
Lexie: A radio.
Amir (Iraqi, 7): Yeah. And look, he’s drawing [pointing at a child drawing in the sand].
In some cases, the children drew attention to details through physically moving the 
book. For example I watched as Zora (Moroccan, 11) flicked through the book and 
commented:
It is called Mirror because it is like a mirror [shows how the pages mirror each other because 
o f  the way the book has been glued together].
It was only by Zora turning the pages simultaneously, on both sides of the story that I 
came to understand a physical, but also a metaphorical aspect of the book. The parts
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of the day that are depicted- breakfast, washing up, and so on, mirror one another as 
well as running in parallel through the two families’ days. It is only by opening up 
both portions of the book at the same time, that the reader sees this. Additionally, 
what can be seen in the ‘mirror’ of the pages is not symmetrical but rather depicts 
variations in the two worlds.
Renu responded affectively to Mirror, her response was physical:
Lexie: Can I turn the page?
Renu (Iraqi, 6): Wait, mwah [takes the book to her lips and kisses the illustration] the
baby!
Research for my Masters’ degree (2009) revealed how children pointed, jumped, 
grabbed and slammed books shut that they were reading for the research. One also 
kissed the pages of the book when he saw something he liked, as Renu did here. In 
that research, the body was also employed by children to offer responses to the book. 
Jumping, pointing and grabbing were all in evidence as we read books for this 
research. The ways in which children interact with the physicality of the book, 
touching it, sharing, pointing and poring over it are assigned to not be worthy of 
interest, merit, or grading, but they are interesting to the study of the sociology of 
reading, and also to the Sociology of Childhood, as there is a gap concerning children 
and reading in these literatures. These data alert us more generally to the role of the 
physical in the responses of children which may characterise children’s participation 
in interviews, and to which we need to remain attentive if we are to develop our 
insights into their social worlds in and out of school.
A key finding in these data is that the children used physical aspects of books as a site 
of resistance. This manifested itself in different ways. The children used books as a 
way of avoiding engagement with researcher questions, but also, as evidenced in the 
data above, to show preferences for particular books. In the following data, the 
children sought to use the artefact of the book agentically, as a bargaining tool, or as a 
way of mediating the interview experience. The books operated as a tool for children 
to ‘get their own way’ -or try to do so- if we accept those adult defined views of 
children. The strategy was powerful since it employed the value system in place in 
schools; that reading is a sanctioned and worthwhile activity. In one example, I asked
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Emilio and Amir about which book they liked most out of those we had read. The 
question seemed not to be to their taste and they avoided it -  getting Tost’ in the 
book:
Lexie: So what’s nicer about this one [The ColdDayY>
Amir (Iraqi, 7): [Starts reading this book, seems very involved, face full o f  concentration].
Emilio (Columbian, 6): [Picks up the book and holds it in front o f his face, studiously 
reading].
[Long Pause].
Lexie: What about the pictures?
Emilio: [Peeps over the top o f  the book as he •sqy.s] I saw somebody on the news, I saw some
people there on the news.
Lexie: On the news, ah.
[Even longer pause]. [The two children say nothing more. Interview disintegrates into the boys
reading different books].
Books offered a tool for resistance in the form of a material object. Reading became a 
( way for the boys to simultaneously exercise agency, while they performed 
competency; they hid their faces and made a performance of being distracted, or 
absorbed, in the books they read. They therefore legitimately avoided or resisted 
answering me, or engaging in the work of being questioned by an adult- albeit not a 
teacher- in the school context (Skelton and Francis, 2003, Connell, 1995).
i
4.3 Children’s ‘reading’ as a situated classroom practice
The data offer insights into the nature of children’s reading of texts in school, and 
their understandings of what counts as ‘reading’. Data related to reading emerged in 
classroom interactions. Children who had been selected for my help with reading by 
Miss West each read a section of text to me about a trip to the seaside in a 
comprehension book, Key Comprehension 1 (Burt, 1996). At the end of the exercise, 
questions directly linked to material in the text were printed. One question which 
asked ‘why might some people like to go and explore on their own?’ however 
introduced broader issues. An answer required thinking outside of the printed words 
and pages of the book, and speculation about people and their motives needed to be 
read off from the page. The children had multiple reactions to it:
Lexie: Why might some people like to go and explore on their own?
Dodi (Kurdish, 6): [Looking at the text carefully, frowning].
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[Pause].
Lexie: This answer’s not in the story, just, err, what do you think?
Dodi: [Silence].
Renu, and later Sanaa responded similarly to the same question:
Renu (Iraqi, 6): [Shrugs].
Sanaa (Lebanese, 6): [Looks at the picture, and at the text, touches the page with the text on it\
Don’t know.
Lexie: Have a think; it’s not written in the story.
Sanaa: [Still touching the pagé\ D on’t know.
Other children had similar reactions, and there were no negative cases recorded in 
response to this question. There were no children who wanted to explore the 
motivations and experiences of people in the story. The data evidence more silences 
than expansive commentary, but silences are important and speak children’s meaning 
to us (Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010). Additional meanings are hinted at by the physical 
responses that the children made to this question of ‘exploring’. Sanaa and Dodi both 
use body actions- turning their heads, and ‘looking’, ‘searching’ or quite literally 
‘exploring’ the text and touching the pages of the book to indicate the ‘work’ of re­
reading text in order to provide an answer, and suggest this is where they would 
anticipate finding meaning.
It is important to note that the same issue arose in different sites of the research. When 
the scenario changed from classroom to reading club, the children’s reactions 
remained the same across the different settings, although additional issues were 
involved. I engaged with books through frames which were different to those used by 
the children and their teachers in the classroom; they nevertheless caused similar 
confusion. In reading club I asked Nicholas a question about his opinion on a book:
Lexie: What do you think was the most important part o f  the book?
[Silence. Pause].
Nicholas (Congolese, 11): I liked book.
Lexie: Ok, what part did you like, or, um not like?
Nicholas: [Looking down, flicking through the pages, then closes the book].
[Long Pause.] [He is clearly not going to say anything else, looking away] (Fieldnotes, 12th 
June 2011).
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Nicholas, normally verbose and articulate in both interviews and in class, did not 
verbalise his interaction with the book in the way in which I asked about it. By not 
being permitted to consider the book in ways which were either familiar or 
meaningful to him, he was silenced. He began to frame the book through talk of 
preference. He uses taste as a category, as he says he ‘liked book’, though this sort of 
analysis is closed off, as I once again asked him to apportion a section of the book 
with his favour. In all of these extracts from the data what surfaces in children’s 
responses is uncertainty with such framings of picturebooks. The body ‘spoke’ where 
the voice was silent through chains of reactions indicated here: shrugs, frowns, and a 
return to the physical response where the book is rescanned and the text explored with 
a finger.
4.4 Competing discourses
A theme present in these data relates to the kind of reading that is taught and which 
‘counts’ in English primary school. There was a clear hegemony of a way of ‘being’ a 
reader- which the children had been taught in the classroom, with a focus on decoding 
text. They had been taught to read using Phonics, a system which sounds out words 
and teaches letter sounds. A core criticism of reliance on such approaches is that 
children fail to recognise' underpinning meanings as well as wider purposes of whole 
books, such as reading for pleasure. The children were unused to considering 
questions beyond the pages of the book; they had not been encouraged to engage with 
books through a conceptual lens, where issues such as ‘exploring’ were taken up for 
philosophical examination in their own right, separate and apart from the text. The 
children are positioned in the classroom in relation to the book in terms of whether 
they speak and decode competently or not. The school’s authorities- teachers- validate 
these and only these competencies. I suggest the children’s uncertainty with questions 
that went beyond meanings found in book text is the product of an emphasis on 
teaching skills to decode text. In such teaching, the emphasis is mostly on teacher-led 
questions, where answers are embedded in text.
From within teacher discourses, children were deemed unable to answer such 
questions, as they had not met with the experience or opportunity, encouragement or 
invitation to do so. I believe children were not able to answer this sort of question as
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the way they engaged with and made meaning of books was derived from their own 
experiences, and from their immediate interactions with what they encountered in the 
materiality of the pages. Pedagogical assumptions that they would adopt and enact 
discourses other than those based on personal experience created silences and 
stoppages in their narratives. This was because such questions focused not upon the 
dialogic relationship between book and child, but rather called for a different range of 
skills such as postulating and considering abstract concepts like what motivates others 
to behave in certain ways. Comprehension questions such as these did not offer 
prompts that such a response was what was required.
Policy articulates that such questioning styles ought to be familiar to the children: the 
borough in question instituted an initiative on Visual Literacy and thinking skills in 
2006. This placed particular emphasis on training children to answer ‘between the 
lines questions’ and think ‘beyond the page of the book’. Education policy is the other 
actor in the picture of the child, the teacher, the book and the parent. In an educational 
setting, reading is built on middle class values, and part of this entails prejudice 
against “other” ways of reading and engaging with books. Intelligence and 
competence are ways in which reading is pedagogicised. Bernstein’s famous study 
(1971) of restricted and elaborated codes does not imply that those who use a 
restricted code are in any way inferior, but simply that the language they use is part of 
their particular world; schools place value judgments upon certain competencies and 
practices, and not others. In school particular styles of speaking, and also reading, 
have more value in the eyes of school authorities than others, (Danby and Baker, 
1998, and Davies, 1993) in particular the analytical and critical.
It is of course possible that the children were simply unfamiliar with framing thoughts 
about “exploring” in the way the book asked about it. One interpretation of these data 
indicates the children’s lack of ‘grasp’ of what they are being asked about. They are 
also aware of the dangers of ‘getting it wrong’ in the context of the overarching 
importance of the literacy curriculum, where getting reading ‘right’ is about decoding 
texts. For the children the goalposts had been moved by asking such a broad question- 
it was not within the parameters of what ‘reading’ usually entailed- the decoding of
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text. There are a significant number of studies which indicate that one important 
lesson children learn is about which kinds of knowledge ‘count’ in the classroom 
(Hammersley, 1976, and Davies, 1993).
4.5 Reading: children’s likes and dislikes
Renold’s (2005) work argues for the importance of ‘starting from where the children 
are at’ (p. 167) to action positive and reflexive changes in terms of the meanings 
children make of processes and structures in their social world of school. The 
implications for literacy policy are the same: consulting children in order to 
understand their perceptions of their social worlds is key. Targue that it is crucial to 
see the phenomenon through the eyes of the child first, and such efforts should be 
placed at the centre of attempts to improve reading. At the request of the school, 
children who attended the reading club filled out evaluation forms which could be 
anonymous, if they chose. One of the questions was about how they thought the club 
could be improved if run again. The difference between what I had intended reading 
club to ‘be’ and how the children experienced it are crucial for exemplifying the 
disjuncture between children’s experiences, and the intentions of adult researchers. 
Some of their responses were a surprise:
It would be better if  we were paid money to do it 
Imran (Chadian, 6).
I would like if  we could do hairdressing in reading club 
Zoe (Lebanese, 6).
It would be good if  we could make chocolates there 
Harriet (Eritrean, 7).
I would like to make chocolates and.sweets at reading club 
Camilla (Kosovan, 7).
It would be better i f  we made things, arts, crafts, like that at reading club 
Leyla (Algerian, 6).
Next time, if  we made cakes at reading club, that would be good 
Lorren (Sudanese, 6).
Imran felt reading would be ameliorated with remuneration. He framed the ‘work’ of 
reading in terms of the adult labour market, where labour is rewarded with pay. 
Children in Gregory’s study (1994) where reading was not part of the home culture 
similarly regarded reading as hard work, though they did not mention the desire to be
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paid for it. Hairdressing and cake baking present gendered concepts of what is ‘fun’ 
not linked to books or decoding text, although hairdressing has a potential set of 
implications for paid labour too. The pedagogical ideology that suggests children have 
an innate desire for, and enjoyment in reading picturebooks is absent from their 
comments. There is a blanket ‘silence’ on the topic.
I held a supplementary reading club session with the younger children with the aim of 
gathering their reflections on the club, to add to the information provided on their 
evaluation forms. I hoped this would provide further insight into their perceptions and 
interactions with books and reading in general. As the table below demonstrates, they 
were asked to consider what they liked and what they did not like about their 
experience of attending the club. I provided headings and some initial written ideas 
that could be stuck on a board. Some of these ideas they rejected, others were greeted, 
with cheers and vigorous approval. The children wrote supplementary ideas of their 
own during the session. The children’s additions are starred (*) mine unstarred :
I liked reading club because it was.... I liked reading club because it was 
not...
* Something that we looked forward to *Too strict
* When we had juice and biscuits * For reading out work
Something that we chose to do With parents [they added] (‘because 
they never come’)*
A time for drawing in picture diaries *For messing around
With friends in my class A test
An unexpected finding from this exercise was what the children said about reading 
out their work. The performance of reading, and in particular reading something you 
had crafted was seen as ‘embarrassing’ and ‘hard’ as well as ‘boring for you/for 
people listening’. The combination of ‘not very strict’ and ‘not for messing around’
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was important too; it meant the children sought a constructive space in which to read, 
not too heavily laden with teacher or classroom rules, or agendas for ‘keeping ‘em 
quiet’ (Denscombe, 1980, p. 35). It was, after all, an after school club and not a 
lesson. Their responses nonetheless also suggest that the children incorporated and 
reproduced school discourses: even for a club they believed it important to not ‘mess 
around’, or this could have been a result of social desirability- that they thought this 
was what I would want to hear.
Some of the comments by Year 6, when they completed the same evaluation, were 
more focussed on the work of reading. The responses here were written on forms 
anonymously, as the children indicated this was what they wanted. Here is an 
indicative selection:
I hated reading with the little ones, it is boring.
I like to read but not to listen, the young ones (in Year 2) are annoying, having to go over 
things takes ages.
I don’t like the small children, I want to read with my friends.
It was bare [very] boring, reading with a partner. I like to read by myself.
The Year 6 children resisted the ‘work’ of reading in partnerships I had introduced 
where they read with Year 2 children. Boredom, frustration with the younger children 
and struggling for patience with people learning basic skills are all prevalent in their 
comments. The children position themselves through what they do not like, and 
thereby classify themselves through their taste about what they prefer: they liked juice 
and biscuits, they liked spending time with their friends, and they liked reading by 
themselves. As Bourdieu argues, ‘taste classifies the classifier’ (Bourdieu, 1984, p.6) 
and these older children choose to situate themselves as not-liking reading with 
younger children.
Evans, in her research on working class families and children’s education, found 
parents became impatient with their children’s slow reading and frequent mistakes
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(2007) and gave up practicing with them. In my data, older children who were not 
related to the younger children articulate similar concerns. The older children’s 
disenchantment with reading applies not only to their own practice of reading but also 
to their experience of sharing books with younger children. The fact that they echo the 
impatience voiced by adults in Evans’ study might mean these Year 6 children have 
absorbed this attitude from adults in their own lives, or that as a practice and a 
process, reading with others was experienced as dull. In both studies, literature and 
book reading do not hold high cultural value in most of the homes of the children 
involved, or perhaps reading is boring without the classed investment in the future.
The data might also indicate that there is commonality in the social experience of 
‘helping’ an emergent reader when you are not performing the role of teacher- 
boredom seems to accompany giving this sort of unpaid help. This is starkly 
contrasted to the devoted help given by the middle class parents in Pollard’s case 
studies (1996). Parents persisted and remained patient, as they invested in being able 
to read, in spite of their children’s sensitivities to getting things wrong and ‘flouncing’ 
out of the room (Pollard, 1996, p. 161).
A key question these data raised, however, reflected back upon the children in the 
original Reading Champions scheme in another school. The vast difference in how 
children responded to the two experiences was unexpected; on a video made by the 
other London school, some of the boys involved made comments such as: ‘it makes 
me feel brave and happy’ and ‘it makes me feel proud and happy with myself and 
that ‘it was really fun and really good to help Year twos with their English’. This was 
not paralleled at Three Chimneys, as the data reveal. The most likely reason for the 
differences are that children in the other school were-literally- captured on camera, 
and knew what they said was to be used for the purposes of the school.
The older half of the children in my research chose to report back anonymously, 
without loss of face, with no direct protocol, and all were responding to a researcher 
who they knew was not part of their school. I also emphasised, when I brought the 
forms to the children, that in completing them, it was important not to feel they had to
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say positive things, that it was good to make comments that were critical, and explain 
why you felt negatively about something. It may even have been made so clear by 
Miss Berg and myself that it was good to be able to critique and disagree with each 
other, and it was acceptable to disagree with an adult, that the children felt compelled 
to do so. The other analysis of the disparity in response to the paired reading 
programmes is that the other school gained an ‘Outstanding’ categorisation by Ofsted, 
with their particular area of strength literacy. This may be indicative of children’s 
experiences of a whole school ethos on reading. This contrasts to how literacy was the 
particular area of weakness at Three Chimneys.
Enciso’s (1997) work with minority school children in the USA who were failing in 
literacy, in mainstream classrooms offers important insights. She argued the reason 
for their failure was that such children could not see themselves, emotionally or 
visually, in the world of books; they remain quite literally “written out” of it. The 
author drew on Rosenblatt’s research on reader response (1938/1990) which argues 
that unless the reader engages emotionally with a text- through being able to 
contextualise it within their own life- they will not make meaning from it. Enciso’s 
strategies involved questioning children about books in ways which sought to engage 
their emotions. Enciso aimed to make books meaningful for the child readers she was 
researching, by taking an ’aesthetic’ not only an ‘efferent’ approach to literature 
(Enciso, p.34). ‘Efferent’ reading involves experiencing a text through gleaning 
information from it. Aesthetic reading is concerned with what the reader brings to the 
text, that is to say their own context and emotional response, as seen through their 
own eyes (Rosenblatt, 1938/1990). Arguably the question from the Key 
Comprehension book did not engage these children’s emotions- there was no space to 
ask when they may have had chances to explore the world themselves, or what such 
exploration felt like. It was, I would argue the lack of being able to situate the self in 
the book, and in the question, which in part led to a dead-end with this line of 
questioning. Perhaps for children it is the significance of seeing characters who ‘do’ 
things they recognise from everyday life which is important, rather than meeting 
characters who are ethnically ‘like’ them. As we see in the next section, there were 
not only preferences raised in relation to such school text books; resistance and strong
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dislike articulated in relation to the multicultural books I brought into school was 
shown.
4.6 Multicultural books
It is with an expressly political, anti-racist agenda that books representing different 
ethnicities are promulgated by those such as Stones (2009). These matters are 
presumed to be of consequence to children by such adults. This is not to imply that 
children do not perceive ethnic difference or that it does not matter to them, but that 
adult political agendas and morals are mapped onto children’s worlds and it is 
assumed they ‘need’ such books in their educational and moral development. It is 
important to consider the way in which I may have produced ethnicity, as a category, 
by the act of providing books in school. I brought in books which contained 
representations of racialised others- of women in Hijab, of African children living in a 
village, of Black children situated in a western European setting, and an Indian family 
in their Indian home. It is also important to make it clear that my questions about the 
books did not focus specifically on ethnicity. It was the children, time and again, who 
raised the issue of racial difference and their preferences of one phenotype over 
another, which I discuss in chapter six.
Race was raised dialogically in the discourses the children used. My use of books 
with brown and Black characters did enable talk about race and ethnicity rather than 
observing it as it emerged naturally- by which I mean watching how the children 
engaged with and talked about it in their everyday interactions with one another in the 
classroom. The children already perceived and morally ordered their world through 
racial differences; they commented upon racially ‘other’ characters in books in their 
school environment. This meant race was not being produced artificially, but 
nevertheless enabled through interviews and ‘trigger materials’ (Troyna and 
Carrington, 1990, p.34).
There were numerous examples where the children in their own talk showed they 
were part of the processes and systems where ‘categorical differences are established 
and maintained’ (Davies, 2011, p.280). Racialised differences were seen as dominant
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and universal by the children and arose as a motif in their talk. I remained concerned 
by the webs of significance (Geertz, 1973) created by racial and ethnic difference in 
relation to one another’s bodies, religious practices and families, issues which are 
discussed in chapter seven.
Within the discursive processes of the school, the children adhered to books which 
reflected a normative view of the world, and sought out books with white characters 
in them. The children refused to look at, and ensured they would not have to touch or 
read the multicultural books I brought in for reading club. I made it clear the books 
were different, in that they were mine, to those usually kept in the library. These 
books included those used in the interviews, and a wider selection of similar 
picturebooks. I displayed the books prominently in the centre of the room in an 
attempt to make them ‘interesting’ and appealing to the children.
As indicated in chapter one, national policy on literacy in terms of multicultural books 
is vague. The DfES only suggests: ‘children should compare how writers from 
different times and places present experiences and language’ (DfES, 2006, p.42). An 
excerpt from my fieldnotes from one reading club session provides an insight into 
how the children responded to these books:
Zoe (Lebanese, 6) and Akoji (Saudi Arabian/Sudanese, 7) were looking at the array o f  books 
in a box belonging to the library which displayed the faces o f  the books attractively. Akoji 
approached me and asked if  she could read Angelina Ballerina to me. I said yes. As she read 
to me, I glanced up from time to time and saw not one o f  the books I had brought being 
touched by the rest o f  the group, who were choosing school library books too. When Akoji 
had finished, I asked if  she would like to look at one o f  the books I had brought. Shyly she 
shook her head, twisting and turning away from me, deploying her body in the refusal. I asked 
her why not. She said that ‘they are not n ice’. Thinking maybe she thought they were too 
difficult for her, I opened several, leafing through them explaining they were from Africa, or 
India, and what they were about. I asked Zoe if  she would like to look at one with me, she had 
been badgering me all the school day to read with her. She quite vocally said ‘Yuk’ at the 
sight o f  many o f  them as I lifted them up for her to see. She selected a book from the library to 
read too. I asked Salim (Lebanese, 6) as he passed by me if  he wanted to read the book that
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Zoe had rejected, he shook his head saying ‘no w ay’ under his breath, but loudly enough that I 
could not miss his response (Fieldnotes, January 16th 2011).
The children’s strong resistance- or refusal- when faced with the explicitly 
multicultural books I brought, was revealed all the more starkly against their strong
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desire for reading Angelina Ballerina , and Jacqueline Wilson books. The utterance of 
6yuk’ suggested that taste had been affronted, that there was something fundamentally 
disgusting about the books I had brought The issue of disgust is a motif through these 
data, and is explored in more depth in chapters six and seven- racialised others are 
positioned there as disgusting, and I would argue that the same processes are involved 
in the ‘yuk’ said above, when placed in co-location with the other data. Wilson is 
probably best known for ‘Tracy Beaker’ a story about a ‘looked after child’ who lives 
in a children’s home, which is now a BBC TV children’s series. The children were 
very keen to read this book, and also Wilson’s book The Illustrated Mum about a girl 
who has a mother with many tattoos. Wilson’s books deal with “difficult” topics like 
divorce and adoption, and seven of her books have been adapted for television.
The children’s interest in these two of Wilson’s books may or may not be incidental 
in that both have been televised:
Sanaa (Lebanese, 7): I want to read Tracy Beaker, cos I know all about her, on CBBC  
[Children’s BBC],
In the context of the reading club, the children structured the reading situation 
agentically to make sure the books they read were selected from mainstream reading 
material. The reading club offered opportunities for choosing books. This was not 
always possible in class, where the expectation to read what you were given was 
explicit, and sanctions were used in guided reading sessions when doing so was not 
obeyed. Children were handed ‘appropriately’ levelled books by the teacher to read in 
a guided reading group, and following its hierarchy was the ‘rule’. Those books 
reproduced hegemonic white, Western and British values, rather than showing an 
“other” world, like the pictures in the books I had brought. The school guided reading
1 (Holabird and Craig, 2001) these are a series o f  books, now televised, about a white mouse who 
becomes a ballerina, it a very pink book- the m ouse’s ballet attire is pink, as is her tutu, the font, shoes 
and ribbon wand she dances with.
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books did not uniformly depict only white children, but none were bilingual texts, nor 
were such books used or seen elsewhere in the school. The reading club allowed 
children to make choices to exercise agency in relation to reading materials in a way 
that was not possible in the normal ‘frame’ of the classroom.
Clear findings relating to one of the central research questions of this study about the 
importance of ethnicity and identification of the self in books are presented in the 
following data. In this research setting the implications of children’s reading choices 
became visible in ways that are not clear in other studies- the rejection of such books 
is entirely untracked and undocumented in educational and Sociology of Childhood 
literature. Moreover, the children utilised racialised narratives as a way of distancing 
themselves from, and discounting such books as desirable reading material.
Data in chapters six and seven indicate the children continued to engage with 
conflicting senses of what the self is. It is possible to suggest that different subject 
positions are taken at different times, and with different audiences, which reflect the 
always-shifting nature of childhood identities- perhaps made more permeable by 
family migration, and ethnicity. The data make clear that for these children, desirable 
reading material was mainstream and quintessential^ white British reading material. 
American films and television programmes transferred from digital media to the book, 
such as Rugrats and Kungfu Panda, for example were also popular:
Malik (Iraqi, 6): I want to read that one, the Kungfu Panda, I have seen the film, so I want to 
read the book.
Salim (Lebanese, 6): Rugrats Rugrats!! Hey Ben come and read this with me, it’s o ff  o f  the 
telly!
Another possible reason, in a social context, for choosing to read conventional 
English books might be that choosing such books is understood as a way of publicly 
signalling that the child who is an ‘outsider’ is ‘fitting in.’ As Livingstone (2010) 
argues, children see television and media as a means to social kudos and capital in 
school. This demonstrates that “migrant newcomers” comprehend what counts as 
‘getting on’ at school. This was not articulated directly by any of the participants, and 
indeed would be a complex and difficult thing to speak about and reflect upon. The
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reactions of these children are, nonetheless, surprising and indeed these are 
controversial findings for those who assume providing children with multicultural 
picturebooks is always a positive thing.
There was one negative case which must be taken account of. One multicultural book. 
Mirror, baulked the trend for rejection. I was aware the children liked this book, as 
after looking at it, they said so, and asked to read it again, which did not happen with 
other books. When I carried it under my arm whilst moving books around the school, 
children from both age groups stopped me and pointed enthusiastically at it and asked 
to look at it. I believe other aspects of its physicality made it attractive. The distinct 
and different nature of the materiality of Mirror might have been part of what elicited 
the quite powerful data. The book opens in an unconventional way; I have seen adults 
at conferences and children alike puzzle over its structure, and enjoy handling it. The 
Arabic script on the spine of the book and cover excited many children, as they learnt 
Arabic in supplementary school, or recognised it as something their friends and peers 
learnt. The phrase ‘it’s Arabic!’ was repeatedly uttered when children looked at the 
front cover of Mirror. This happened so many times, and with such familiarity and 
excitement each time, that it consolidates the idea it was the language, and 
particularly the script the children felt familiar with and interested by.
I suggest that the familiarity of the ‘Arab world’ in Mirror overrode any resistance to 
otherness which the children articulated in relation to books about Africa, India or 
China, in spite of several children having family from those places. The policy 
implications for this are discussed further in the conclusion chapter. The key aspect to 
the children’s active avoidance of certain books is how this reflects their agency and 
resistance. The children explore the idea of people who looked like them, one of the 
core research questions established at the start of this research, in the data in the 
following section. The kinds of identification taking place involve Othering outsiders, 
in particular the racialised other- even when the children’s identity was of the 
racialised Other themselves. All (2003) calls this kind of identification, which confers 
dislike from within ethnic minority groups onto other such groups as ‘externalised
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racism onto other Others,’ (2003, p. 97). The children therefore position themselves as 
part of a system of Othering.
4.7 People who look like you
The children’s talk-or in fact what often emerged as silence- about ‘people who look 
like you’ is argued in this thesis to form part of their identity work. The resounding 
feature of the children’s responses to this issue was that they did not care, or know, or 
did not want to engage with the issue:
Lexie: Do you think it is important for there to be people who look like you in books you learn 
to read with?
[Pause].
Lexie: Like if  they looked like you?
Malik (Iraqi, 6): I don’t know.
In a different interview, Roxanne said:
Lexie: What do you think, Roxanne, is it important for there to be people who look like you in 
books you learn to read with?
Roxanne (Lebanese, 6)\ [Distracted] Books to learn to read with? Book to learn with [walks 
away to the other side o f  the room\.
• Roxanne became absorbed in what was happening outside the window after this comment. 
When the subject of people looking like each other was mentioned, Tina, in a separate 
interview, wanted to talk not about books, but about the identical twin girls in her 
class:
Lexie: Do you think it is important to have books with people who look like you in them, to
i
learn to read with?
Tina (Chinese, 7): I f  you, i f  you’re twins, so like Sanaa Roxanne, they look the same!
Salman (Bangladeshi, 11) thought differently:
It is important for me to see m yself- people like me in books I read. It is important to have 
people who do stuff like you, like pray and stuff in books.
; Salman was the only child with a formed argument about why seeing a person like 
him in books was important. The fact he selects prayer- a faith practice- as something 
Tike him’ is significant in light of data which will be discussed in chapter seven, 
where faithed identities are brought forth as extremely important to the children. 
Though the data when I asked the children directly about whether it mattered if people
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looked like them is inconclusive and oblique, another area of talk shines more light on 
this question.
It is crucial to point out that the type of response made above, of indifference, silence, 
or resistance, were the only sorts of response to be found among Year 6 respondents. 
Not so with Year 2. Renu said she liked the Australian side of Mirror. I asked Renu: 
Lexie: What did you like about it?
Renu (Iraqi, 6): It was so cute, and he nice, and that’s [she is pointing at the Moroccan child 
on the other side] so ugly, that’s so ugly, that’s so ugly, that’s- because the skin colour, I hate 
skin [pause] colour [pause], [Giggles] The baaa-by!
[Camilla and I laugh because Renu is now stroking the baby in an exaggerated way].
Lexie: So what do you hate about their skin colour?
Renu: That’s so ugly [Almost laughing she is again pointing at the Moroccan child].
Camilla (Kosovan, 7): And they’re so nice! [Almost erupting into laughter, pointing at the 
Australian side].
Fig. 1.4.
Renu draws upon a dichotomy of ‘cute’ which she deems the white baby to be and 
‘ugly’ which she labels the Moroccan baby. Ugly is the stained opposite of cute, 
coloured brown and denigrated by the girls. The distinction is clear, and the dislike is 
clear; in Renu’s aesthetic evaluation, she is willing to state the source of her dislike 
openly and with amusement, the Moroccan baby is ‘ugly’ because of its skin colour. 
Her comment is potent with negative and vicious meaning about ‘others’. This does 
not trouble her; she finds humour in it with Camilla.
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What is surprising in these data is that the baby’s “colour” nonetheless, is very similar 
to Renu’s own skin. She has indicated that she prefers books with people who are not 
brown, who are ‘white’ which means they are ‘cute’. She rejected the illustration of 
the baby who appeared to ‘be’ more like herself, in favour of the white baby. The 
children here draw upon dominant discourses where race is essentialised through skin 
colour and marked as a ‘real’ division between different people, like the Reception 
age children in Connolly’s (1998) study who utilised similar racialised framings of 
others, saying for example South Asian children ‘smelt’ (p.l, 1995).
The hegemonic relationship between whiteness, superiority and desirability in 
picturebook illustrations is vocalised and appropriated and indeed reproduced by 
Renu- she articulates a preference for people who are white. Renu avoids using the 
category Black or brown, and simply says she ‘hates skin colour’. It is as though 
white skin- skin which is without ‘colour’ for Renu has become unmarked. On the 
one hand it is the norm against which everything else is measured and on the other it 
is so ‘normal’ that it is an absence (Dyer, 1997). Skin colour then becomes brown or 
Black skin. Here the children ‘mark out’ which is the book not to read, or the 
character not to identity with in such a way that the book, and the Black characters in 
it, becomes undesirable. Imran, as we read The Cold Day, singles out Kipper, a child 
character with floppy blond hair as praiseworthy:
Imran (Chadian, 6): Mmm. He looks good [pointing at Kipper].
Lexie: He looks good? [Rahim interrupts with something inaudible] Pardon- 
Rahim (Bangladeshi, 7): [Interrupts again] Cos h- he’s cute.
Lexie: H e’s cute. What makes him cute, do you think?
Rahim: Cos o f  his hair [he strokes K ipper’s blond hair].
r
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Rahim and Imran indicate their adherence to the same codes as other children; they 
like the character Kipper because he has blond hair. They do not want to ally 
themselves with characters that “look like them” in the discourses on multicultural 
literature like Wilkins’ (2009), in the books they are reading: they want to be friends 
with children with floppy blond hair, and “Milky-Bar kid” looks, and aesthetic appeal. 
I believe the data indicate these boys already have a clear sense of how it is good to 
look, and how it is not good to look- albeit that this downgrades their own physical 
identities, and negates their own subject positions.
Other children expressly flagged up racialised elements in relation to the book One 
Big Family, containing photographs of an African village:
Lexie: So for example, would you want to learn to read with this book, with the African 
children?
[Aliyah and Roxanne together]: No!
Lexie: Why not?
Aliyah (British Pakistani, 7): Cos they are boys, inside.
Lexie: Ok but what about, look there are girls inside too [ /  have opened the book to the first 
page and am pointing at a photograph o f  some girls\
Aliyah: [With distaste] They are brown.
Lexie: So you don’t want to learn to read with books with this book? Ok. What makes you not 
want to, do you think?
Roxanne (Lebanese, 7): [Pointing at the front cover, at each figure in turn, with distaste] Boy, 
boy, boy, boy [pause] oooh here’s girls.
Aliyah: Wait, those two are girls, but we don’t- they are Black [she starts leafing through the 
book] we don’t, we don’t like Black people.
Lexie: What is it about Black people you don’t like, do you think?
Aliyah: Errr we don’t like them because they are not nice?
I initially asked these girls whether they would like to learn to read using a particular 
book. The response from Aliyah about why this book was not desirable to read is 
firstly linked to one category -gender- ‘they [re] are boys’. This would partially 
support the idea that the girls want to see other girls in the books they learn to read 
with. I point out that there, are also girls in the book; these girls, however, are 
identified as having a disqualifying category, ‘they are brown’ which therefore trumps 
the preferred category of female. When questioned further, Roxanne returned to the
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theme of a dislike of boys, enacting a labelling of the males photographed: ‘boy, boy, 
boy’ until, with pleasure, she says ‘ooh’ as she has found a girl in the book. Aliyah 
was confident enough in the dislike of ‘Black people’ to speak collectively: ‘we don’t 
like Black people’. ‘Black people’ are accredited with being ‘not nice’. I argue this 
excerpt shows that the girls do wish to learn to read books that depict ‘people like 
them’: girls, and people who are not-Black, Black being the category which is deemed 
undesirable. They reiterated this feeling later, looking to each other, chanting in 
unison, when I asked whom they would most like to read books about:
White people, girls, white people girls we want white girls, white people girls! !
The rural, un-industrialised setting depicted in the book- of an African village-was 
also ‘not like their lives’. Roxanne and Aliyah do, however, again reproduce, in their 
responses to One Big Family, the hegemonic relationship between whiteness and 
desirability in picturebooks echoed in the other children’s accounts. Copenhaver- 
Johnson (2007) and Jeffcoate (1977) briefly touch upon white children rejecting 
Blackness, but not non-white children’s responses to Black others, and also not the 
Othering of racial Others we find in these data.
In these data, the children mould assumptions about race with meanings they make of 
multicultural books. They are engaged in the process of what Gregory et al (2012) call 
‘ “syncretism,” a creative act of mind in interpreting ways in which...children in 
multilingual London make sense of narratives from their different worlds’ (2012, p.2). 
This refers to children’s creation and combination of a range of narratives in some 
very flexible ways in order to create their own story of what they see in the books, and 
the meaning they make of race and skin colour. What is distinctive is that it is 
children of South Asian, African and Middle Eastern heritage who work to show their 
distaste of Black others. Ashikari et al. (2005) draw upon Bourdieu (1984) to suggest 
that among South Asians ‘whiteness is a source of symbolic cultural capital linked 
with body control and high social status’ (2005, p.447). They argue such aesthetics 
predate colonial influences in Asia, and remain powerful circulating discourses today. 
I suggest that the children in this research seek to manage their social identities 
through their talk about otherness in the data through how they construct their talk
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about non-white others they encounter in the books we read. What is significant about 
this finding is that such data has not been recorded, involving such young minority 
children reading picturebooks elsewhere.
What is an absolutely crucial finding is that those such as Picower (2009) argue it is 
white teachers who need to use multicultural books to address their own white 
supremacist values in order to work with ethnic minority children, not that the 
children have any preconceptions or issues about race themselves. In her article, and 
work such as Gillbom’s (2008) there is no discussion about challenging children’s 
reactions to such resources. It is taken for granted that non-white children will relate 
to, enjoy and identify with multicultural resources, not reject them and adopt a 
racialised stance toward them. The fact that the children saw multicultural 
picturebooks as undesirable, in terms of all its implications is a contentious finding. 
The next section explores a slightly different focus on the materiality of reading, the 
placed and spaced aspects of it.
4.8 Geographical and temporal spaces for reading
Schools structure reading as an activity allocated to particular spaces, and insist 
children approach reading with particular comportment which they deem appropriate. 
The body of the child is yet again involved, and specific restrictions on the body are 
important. For example children are told to sit down, not stand up, and sit up, rather 
than lie down in order to perform ‘’concentration” and indicate engagement with 
reading. Books are limited to use in permitted places- classroom and library, and 
prohibited in others- for example toilet and playground. Leyla in Year 2 took a 
classroom book on her way out to the playground at playtime. Told by her teacher that 
she could not take it with her, she had a tantrum- screaming and crying, despite 
attempts to explain that it might be tom and ruined.
There was evidence that school-dictated geographical and temporal aspects to reading 
had leaked into the home world and were operating in parents’ framings of it too. 
After the coffee morning for parents where I presented my research, one of the 
mothers (with a son in Year 2) held me by both arms, looked directly into my eyes
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and asked in extremely worried tones ‘am I doing it right? with regards to reading 
with her children. She explained her anxiety was to do with spaces and places and 
prescribed conditions for ‘reading’. She made the children tidy up, and had them read 
in their spick and span bedrooms, and professed that the cleanness of the space was 
critically important to good reading practice. ,
The strength of the mother’s emotion- indicated through how she held me, and my 
gaze, and the language she used, made it clear the matter was of considerable 
importance to her. Her sense that there was a right and a wrong way to ‘do’ reading 
with her children, a binary of successful/unsuccessful encouragement and 
performance is also crucial. She emphasised her requirement for tidiness and 
cleanness around reading spaces and practices. It seemed that rituals of clean and tidy 
encircled and perhaps purified the children’s allocated reading places and gave them 
importance in the family day and life. Her perception of what should be ‘done’ in 
connection with her children’s reading is significant for its emphasis on performance 
and context. Her practices certainly misunderstood the principles that should guide 
children’s reading from the English primary school’s perspective, but her 
understanding of the placed and spaced nature of reading has roots in the way in 
which the school structured children’s reading.
It is interesting to speculate on the “other” sources of her principles. They indicate 
that reading needed to be done ‘right’ and particular practices of ‘clean and tidy’ were 
centrally important and stood above affective discourses of parental connectedness 
and physically intimate contact. Issues of geographies, hygiene practices and the ways 
in which these link with reading practices in the school are made clear. In this 
mother’s expression of how reading should be ‘done’ the sense of decorum and 
discipline were what prevailed. The significance of this interchange is what it tells us 
of messages about what is gleaned to be important from school, and how this maps 
onto parents’ experiences and expectations. The way in which this mother discusses 
reading is indicative of a reverence for it. Such an approach might be more commonly 
found as part of faith literacy- perhaps in reference to children reading the holy book 
of their religion- rather than in conjunction with the reading of schoolbooks. It may of
102
course be the case that such influences permeated her placing and spacing and 
cleaning activities around work with books.
4.9 Conclusion
This chapter explored children’s responses to the materiality of the book, in terms of 
physicality and the ways in which they used books as artefacts in the world of school. 
Fundamentally, the children used books as sites of resistance in different ways- for a 
performance of their competency to resist researcher questions, and as a legitimated 
activity in the space of the interview, within school. I argue that children’s agency is 
exhibited through their resistance to certain books, in particular multicultural books. 
Objects are accorded particular value by the children- those positioned in the white 
mainstream are seen as of higher value than those representing different Others. There 
are disjunctures here; from within dominant adult folk narratives we see 
inconsistencies, where the children reject racialised others who in fact Took like’ the 
children making the judgments. I argue that such a positioning is a way of the children 
resisting being assigned as ‘Other’ themselves, and instead, as Ali argues (2003) that 
these children are involved in Othering different others. I also argue that while the 
dominant discourses position racialised others negatively, they are at the same time 
both seductive, and authoritative, in their very dominance, and that articulating them 
can hold appeal for the children.
Two concepts from feminist theory are useful in providing insight into other ways 
such discourses might be operating for the children. These are mimesis (Irigaray, 
1985) and an adaptation of Lacan’s (1966) notion of italicisation. Italicisation refers 
to putting your own emphasis on a discourse or utterance. Mimesis, in Stephen 
Tyler’s words, is the process of one form of ‘language copying another, which never 
makes a copy anyway, but a more or less contorted original’ (1986, p. 137). There is 
an element of derision, of sending up the original, in the mimetic process too. 
Mimesis is also described as where ‘speech [is] flaunted, interpreted, reinterpreted, as 
an alternative form of exchange is envisioned by drawing on existing forms of 
exchange’ (Holmlund, 1989, p. 110). Perhaps the children are italicizing the dominant 
discourses they use, putting their own emphasis on them, and ‘reinterpreting’ these
‘existing forms of exchange’ so that such discourses offer them affordances; the 
affordances in this case are of access to powerful narratives, and of rejection and 
naming stratifications that they can mobilise. Alternatively, the children may be 
involved in mimetic engagements with the dominant folk narratives, so that as they 
utter them, they are at the same time mocking, sending them up, as well as investing 
them with humour at times. Their engagements with, and use of these narratives, are 
casual, fluid and changeful.
The exception to the children’s resistance to multicultural books was with their 
responses to the book Mirror where the children saw the Arabic text and ‘world’ as 
appealing, and recognisable. This book as-object was accorded value by the children 
in this school in their interactions with it. A process of ordering of identities was in 
evidence through the children articulating their likes and dislikes of aspects of the 
books we read. Their rejection of most multicultural picturebooks was an important 
finding as it offers a fundamental contradiction to research which unquestioningly 
argues for the use of multicultural literature with minority children.
Although this will be explored further in the conclusion chapter, it is important to 
state that these findings question the taken for granted assumption that multicultural 
books are always a ‘good’ thing to use in school. The data challenge the insistence 
that multicultural material is good for the development of reading in young children 
from different ethnic backgrounds. This is not to say that such resources are 
demonstrably ‘bad’ but that there needs to be more thought given to how they are 
used, talk with children needs to happen to address preconceptions, questions and 
contradictions in their interactions with such resources. The children’s contributions 
to these issues enable the incessant and controversial policy debates discussed in 
chapter one to move forward, and change focus and agenda. This unique insight has 
key policy implications: there is no point providing multicultural books if children 
will not engage with them, and reject them. These issues are discussed further in 
chapter eight.
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A wider research question addressed in this chapter was whether ethnic minority 
children needed to see people who look like them in the books they learn to read with. 
We saw the way in which children used reading and books as a platform for talk about 
other matters which preoccupied them, and how books allowed spaces for talk about 
those issues. The difference in response from children of different ages when talking 
about the topic of race and ethnicity, I believe was linked to teaching about racism; 
older children did not articulate such matters as they had a stronger awareness of what 
it was appropriate to say in a school setting, or to adults.
The children mobilised multiple narratives about their reading identities. One of these 
narratives privileged whiteness, but this is only one strand of their talk and it is 
important not to place over-much emphasis onto it. The world of children’s books in 
England is, for the most part white- white authors, illustrators and also book 
characters predominate, in spite of inroads to change this.2 In some respects, then, the 
children are reflecting what they see in the materiality of the book in their talk about 
it. Reflexively, it is also important to acknowledge that through my focus on the 
visual aspects of books- what the children could see, in the illustrations-1 may have 
led them to focus on visual aspects of ethnicity- namely skin colour.
■
This chapter explored other aspects of reading, however. It considered data which 
indicated what the children thought about the reading club I ran. The children saw 
reading through the frame of work. The notion of reading as work not enjoyment 
again indicates a disjuncture between what children bring to reading, from their own 
worlds and lives, and what schoolteachers perceive and understand it to be. Both the 
younger and the older children’s comments provided insights into the value of 
‘starting from where the children are at’ (Renold, 2005, p. 167). The children in the 
data discussed in this chapter emphasise the difference between the ideas children
2 Hoffman, personal conversation, 2010. Hoffman is the white author o f  the Amazing Grace books 
about a Black school girl. She pointed out the importance o f  more ethnic minority authors having work . 
published, and the representation o f  ethnic minority children in their work being part o f  the project, as 
there was a lack o f  such books available, and o f  authors from diverse backgrounds involved in 
children’s literature.
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have in terms of how they engage with books, and what teachers see as competency in 
reading. Children might talk about their own life experiences that link with a book, 
but these do not join up with teachers’ ideas of decoding and comprehension. It also 
throws into relief the difference in what children would like to do with their time, and 
what adults see as a fit use of it, and how even very young children seek to manoeuvre 
space and time for their own concerns.
The data in this chapter foregrounded the views and opinions of minority children in 
this research, and provided insights into aspects of their social worlds at school. 
Physicality as an aspect of reading was also an important part of the data. We may not 
be able to get a purchase on children’s reactions- in this case to reading- unless we 
pay full attention not only to what they say in words, but also to what they say with 
their bodies. Any attempt to research young children needs to take this into account. 
Through different methods and instruments- the questionnaires which the school 
asked me to introduce, reading books, and talk during interviews, children articulated 
their ideas about reading. They created narratives on stratifications and orders from 
both within school- of age and class groups- and some which were less clearly 
traceable, such as those on ethnicity.
In the next chapter, I explore the ways in which the children position themselves as 
readers. The everyday process of children learning to read in school is held up for 
scrutiny as it emerges in particular configurations in the children’s accounts of it. The 
motif of morality weaves through the data, as the children imbue ‘good reading’ with 
a sense of ‘the thing to be’ and their explanations explore aspects and implications for 
subjectivity of ‘good reading’ at school. The notion of ‘poor reading’ as the thing ‘not 
to be’ is evident.
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5 The Child and Reading: experiencing, reproducing, resisting 
and repairing narratives of literacy competence.
5.1 Introduction
This chapter looks at minority children’s school based experiences of being taught to 
read. The focus is on the responses that individual children make to their encounters 
with this core skill. Through the data we can trace the ways that children understand, 
respond, react, deny, enjoy and hurt as they encounter the world of school reading. 
The children’s emotionality on the topic of reading is a strong thread running through 
the data. There are insights into the ways that from a very early age children come to 
gain and make art identity for themselves as readers at school. The data indicate these 
processes and how the children perceive, accept, accommodate, resist and reject 
them, and seek to find ways to manoeuvre within the frames. It is clear from their 
responses that ‘reading’ in school is something about which they enact strong- -often 
negative- emotion, and how reading is a part of school life about which the children 
indicate feelings of ambivalence. Young children emerge in the data as acutely aware 
of the meanings they find in school of academic judgement and stratification on 
themselves and others. What becomes clear is that the children have little ability to 
move within this web of school reading- it is imposed upon them in a tightly 
dominant fashion, though as we see in the following data, they respond creatively to 
the frames which reading makes. Ultimately, the properties of reading and the 
experience of learning to read are highly charged moral realms for the children.
We start to see the beginnings of narratives of failure in the younger children’s 
accounts of reading, and how painful these experiences of failure are. By the time the 
children are in Year 6, they have internalised these narratives to a large extent, and 
adopted strategies of deflection and ways to create distance from themselves and 
reading. The intricate techniques they used to avert and indeed avoid reading were 
part of this process. When we began with the business of ‘reading’, that is to say 
decoding text by saying it aloud, the children’s skill was almost universally low, in 
terms of how the school measured reading- that is to say children struggled to
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correctly decipher print. Few were able to ‘read’ in this way confidently and 
independently. The school authorities, teachers and policy assessment frameworks 
validated ‘reading’ as a skill which involved speedy decoding, remembering words, 
and pronouncing them correctly. In the following data, we see how nuanced the 
children’s understandings of good reading and its components are for them, and how 
much emotional importance reading carries as freight.
In this chapter the focus is on the ways in which the children inhabit and make 
meaning from their experiences of the organisation of reading at school, of learning to 
read, and being tested on their progress. We are able, through these data, to explore 
the taken for granted processes of children learning to read at school, developing new 
perspectives on these important processes through their eyes. In their narratives, 
school reading is experienced as anything but neutral- it is highly charged with 
emotion for some, and moral orders and hierarchies are employed to comprehend the 
processes and positionings to which individuals are assigned in the classroom, and 
defray the costs of those hierarchies. The emotional response from such young 
children to the recognition that they are not “good” at reading, and their 
understandings of the meanings made of the hierarchies of the classroom is a 
significant finding in this study. I explore the way in which the children create what 
Yardley calls ‘consoling narratives’ (Yardley, 2008, p.671) as affordances for the 
recognition of the allocation of the self to the stigmatised category of poor reader.
The analysis proposed here explores how the children understand, interact and play 
with constructions of what matters for “becoming” a good reader. It also considers-the 
limitations to the agency children possess. The children in the research talked at 
length and in diverse ways about the issue. Their emotional responses to school 
reading, signalled through tone of voice, body movements and language emerge 
strongly from the data. I consider the ways in which they frame and talk about the 
‘properties of the subject’ (Goffman, 1974, p.21) of reading. The children identify a 
number of different ‘properties’ or factors: intelligence or “cleverness”, the need for 
practice/work, and also good attitude involved with being a ‘good reader.’ Their talk
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about reading indicates its complexity as an academic and social practice. The 
‘properties’ they identified seemed however (Goffman, 1974, p.21) to sit separately 
from their experience of reading.
The topics discussed in this chapter link with the overall aims of this thesis, as the 
data lay bare aspects of the everyday practice and act of reading and learning to read 
which emerge in children’s conversations. Reading at school is strongly interwoven 
in these accounts with aspects of identity, and the children’s subjectivities, as they 
discuss themselves, and others as readers, in a hierarchy of achievement and how they 
feel about and experience the practice of reading at school.
The children engage with these ‘properties’ of reading as they translate and produce, 
reframe, and mobilise them in their narratives. There are contradictions in their 
commentaries, as the children modify school discourses about reading, and 
themselves as readers, whilst simultaneously siding with the powerful messages they 
are given, and repairing those same discourses in their talk. It is important to note that 
the factors individual children emphasise are dependent on perceptions of their own 
position in the hierarchy of reading ability based on the place the child comes to 
occupy in that hierarchy of ‘ readers’ in the classroom. These ‘given’ hierarchies have 
profoundly important consequences for children’s feelings. What emerges from the 
data as most significant for these children are issues of identity. Adult actions mingle 
and brawl with the child’s self-assigned judgements about the place they come to 
occupy in the hierarchy of ‘readers’ in the classroom. Being a good reader primarily 
signified ‘being’ intelligent to the children: though good reading was a skill and an 
identity many children never attained. Good reading was presented in classroom 
culture as an ‘essentialised’ given. There are however, contradictions in the data, for 
children also draw on matters which are more in the control of the child and are not 
predetermined- like practice and the attitude of individuals.
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5.2 intelligence: Being a “good reader”.
This section explores the way children understand what being a good reader is, and
i
what it means to them, when they recognise they are not in this category. The notion 
that intelligence is important for good reading is a discourse which flows directly 
from the literature on the science of reading (discussed in chapter two) into the child. 
When asked about her reading one Year 6 pupil responded:
Muni (Kurdish, 11): [says this into her lap, head hung low, muffled and in a slightly wavering 
voice as though ashamed, but frank] I am not good at reading. I am not [pause] clever.
Muni spoke with sadness, evidenced in her voice, which I noted was ‘wavering’ and 
in her body- she looked down and appeared ‘ashamed’. Muni did not question the 
way in which school had positioned her as ‘not good at reading’. She spoke later in 
the interview about her mother’s illiteracy but, like the children in Evans’ study, did 
not critique the way that, if ‘home’ could not help, school had also failed to teach her 
to read well (Evans, 2007). The children saw cleverness as an innate quality which 
reinforced the passivity of those such as Muni who did not see themselves as ‘being’ 
clever.
If we consider Muni’s brother Dodi’s views on the same issues, some similarities 
emerge. Dodi, in his interview with Salim tacitly agrees with Salim, who articulated 
sentiments similar to Muni’s:
Lexie: Why do you think some people are better at reading than others?
Salim (Lebanese, 6): [Picks up the recorder, waves it around],
Lexie: [Putting it down] Why is it some are in bottom reading group some in top?
1
Salim: Because [long pause], [Looking at the ground].
Huh. [Sighs hard][Then, looking right into my eyes, with a wounded look in his normally full 
of fun eyes, like he might even be about to cry, he then speaks much more hoarsely than 
usual].
Salim: They are cleverer than us.
[As Salim speaks he moves his body. He hunches his shoulders forward further, so he has 
sloped back into the chair. I  am suddenly aware that his physical movement makes him look 
smaller than he is usually. He withdraws his hands from the books on the table where they 
, have been flicking through pages, and crosses his arms in front of him, now making a concave 
shape of his body].
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Dodi: [Looking away from me, sitting on the edge of his seat so he appears awkward, or like 
he is about to stand np].
[AW-s] Mmm [assent].
■ (Fieldnote, 16th June 2011).
Salim’s ‘almost about to cry’ look was in great contrast to his usual demeanour in 
school. One example from my fieldnotes illustrates the contrast:
Salim: [To Ben]: Ha hahhhaa [Laughing getting his breath back]. Hey can you do this? 
[Jumps with his belly thrust forward, plays it like a bongo, does it again, makes a noise like a 
monkey, tries to do it a third time and cannot, he is laughing too hard, so he goes to stand 
against the wall to get his breath back].
Ben (Moroccan, 7): [Laughs and laughs and laughs].
(Fieldnote, 2nd December 2010).
I recorded throughout the year that Salim had good friends in the class, a mischievous 
desire to amuse, outspoken joy in laughing, and in clowning with his friends noted 
here, typical of his persona at school. Again it is important to note Salim’s use of both 
body and voice to express himself - making animal noises, moving in an amusing 
way. This is fundamentally at odds with the quiet, slumped child in the chair who 
hoarsely spoke about ‘not being clever’ in the first excerpt. Holland and Leander 
(2004) argue that in terms of children’s experiences of reading at school:
people position themselves through words, bodily reactions, glances.... these 
often imperceptible yet defining marks can become significant in shaping 
one’s self perception...with each mark growing into layers that “thicken” 
through experience (p.252).
It is through the body as well as words that Salim positioned himself in relation to 
reading, and shows how he perceives the situation and feels about the question I have 
asked, and this is evidence of a “thickening” of his subjectivity as a reader (Holland 
and Leander, 2004) and the story he tells about himself as a reader.
Abdi reacted in a similar way when the topic of reading was broached. I asked Âbdi 
on the way back to the classroom how he had found the interview. He replied:
Abdi (Somali, 6): [Under his breath] Hard.
Lexie: Hard? What did you find hard about it?
Abdi: The reading long words because they hard.
Lexie: Even though Nicholas [Year 6 partner] was reading, was itstill hard?
Abdi: Yes. Cos I am not good [twists round the banister away from me, into the wall, kicks 
the wall] at reading.
(Fieldnote, 3rd March, 2011).
Abdi indicates that the work of reading is ‘hard’ even when you are following 
someone else reading a story. When asked to elaborate about what was difficult, Abdi 
draws on his own perceived skill as a reader- which is low- and responds physically. 
He twisted away so as to hide his face in shame, or anger, and then physically lashed 
out, face to the wall, and kicked it.
The excerpts from Muni, Dodi and Salim illustrate that speaking about reading and 
intelligence has strong emotional significance. Salim at first attempted to evade my 
question about why some people are better at reading than others. His resource for 
resistance was a physical one - he picked up the recorder and waved it around which 
disrupted the interview, and offered him some element of control over its progress. 
When Salim finally spoke, it is interesting that there was another “in the body” 
reaction. He physically hunched himself, defending against the way he perceived that 
reading mapped onto his own ‘intelligence’. He also effectively showed he did not 
wish to explain or develop his thoughts and feelings on this matter, as it pained him. 
He showed this through non-verbal aspects of his communication such as his posture 
tone and gaze (Hutchby, 2002).
Hutchby’s study was concerned with recording children’s counselling sessions, so it 
was a surprise to find similar dynamics co-produced between child and interviewer in 
these data, on the topic of reading. It shows the extent to which the children made 
meaning of the personal, academic implications of reading abilities, and equally its 
strong emotional significance as part of their experience of schooling. With his body 
and with his voice Salim expresses the pain that accompanies the knowledge of his 
location within the classroom hierarchy of readers.
It is important to note Salim uses the plural pronoun ‘us’ referring to himself and 
Dodi. It may be that there is comfort in not being the only one with a ‘discreditable
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identity’ (Plummer 1975, p.93). It is equally important to note that this child’s 
estimation of his reading ability matches precisely the teacher assessment in school. 
On the one hand teachers’ “official” actions made attempts on a daily basis as part of 
their interactions with the children in their classrooms to prevent the children 
operating the hierarchical judgements teachers used. One example is the names for 
the different literacy ability groups which did not specify ability openly.
The groups in both classes were given names of cartoon characters, animals or 
shapes, and were never referred to as ‘higher’ or Tower,’ nor was the work set for the 
children ever talked about as ‘easier’ or ‘harder’ by staff in front of the children. On 
the other hand, a number of practices, discussed in this chapter, made the 
stratifications very clear to children. The children’s talk is positioned within this 
context- of stratifications which are mostly silenced or hidden- but which are 
nevertheless pervasive in everyday classroom life.
Studies such as Davis, Butler and Goldstein’s argue children’s ‘perceptions of 
themselves are not greatly affected by success or failure in learning to read at this 
early stage’ (cited in McMichael, 1980, p.76). More recent research such as Stipek 
and Herbert (2005) supports this, as though it explores the development of such 
perceptions in older children, but not younger. Salim invokes a distant ‘they’ who are 
cleverer than ‘us’. Salim knows of his own deficiencies and inadequacies because of 
the comparisons he is exposed to in the hierarchy of the classroom. Bronwyn Davies 
argues children by the age of eleven are strongly aware- and become disaffected by­
classroom competition and comparisons with others (Davies, 1993). It is important to 
note that these data suggest children in an English primary school by the age of six 
absorb and utilise teacher assessments of themselves. Salim’s comments also tell us 
how he feels about it. Children saw the classroom as hierarchical. There was an order 
based on skill at reading which was publicly demonstrated.
How reading groups in class are selected is more complex. A socio-technical 
approach is employed in primary schools in England, through a scheme called ‘PM
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Benchmark’. Every six weeks, individual children read to their class teacher. PM 
Benchmark manufactures short illustrated texts, proximal to those found in a 
storybook, expressly for the purpose. As the child reads, the teacher assesses their 
reading based on a miscue analysis model developed by Goodman (1969). Miscue 
analysis involves marking words on a tick sheet as they are read. Words that are 
missed out, self-corrected or marked where teacher help is required to move on are 
noted down. PM Benchmark provides comprehension questions at the end of the text. 
The number of words the child reads in the section provides a percentage of how 
much of the document they could read fluently. If the figure is less than ninety per 
cent of the text, the child is retained on the same reading level; if it is higher than this, 
the text is deemed too easy and the child is moved onto a higher reading book level. 
Advances through these levels influence the reading groups the children occupy in 
class, and children on similar levels are grouped together. The issue of the 
comprehension questions to decoding text is secondary, but nonetheless important; if 
the child is able to decode the text but cannot display understanding of what they 
have read, they are retained on the same level or put back to a lower level, even if 
their reading of the text was unflawed. Comprehension issues were a reason many 
stayed in a low reading group at Three Chimneys School. The assessment of 
children’s technical skills underpins the decisions about which group they are placed 
in class. Whether children can decode, or read for meaning informs the choices over 
reading group made by the classroom teacher.
The children perceive a constellation of properties that make up being a good reader. 
In the following data, the children monitor and comment upon the reading of others. 
Children worked with a discourse o f ‘cleverness’:
Salim (Lebanese, 6): They are cleverer than us.
Lexie: You think they are cleverer, OK.
Dodi (Kurdish, 6): Matthew [a child in their class],
Lexie: You think Matthew is cleverer?
Salim: Ben [a child in their class] is cleverer than me [pause].
Lexie: Really? Do you not think that sometimes people are just good at different things, so 
Ben might be good at reading but you might be really good at maths?
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Salim: Mhm [not sure, or not convinced sounding, raises his eyebrows slightly].
Difference in ‘cleverness’ is the source of the hierarchy of the classroom in this 
account. It is mapped onto individual children by Salim- he compares himself with 
Ben and Matthew in his class. Salim seems unconvinced by my suggestion that with 
‘multiple intelligences’ (Gardner, 1983) there was space for different people to excel 
in different areas.1 Children did choose to introduce this idea in data discussed later in 
this chapter.
The way in which Gardner’s discourse operationalises intelligence suggests children 
can be competent in different ways. This is repackaged to a child audience in terms of 
teachers articulating for example that a pupil might be ‘art smart’ (good at art) 
(Gardner, 1983, p.34). The limits of this strategy are exposed in these data; the 
hegemony of school literacy and its link to intelligence remain intact for Salim. The 
data also reveal that schools are spaces where children ‘do’ being emotional, about 
their learning -as well as about peer relations- an area where there is more research 
such as McRobbie (1978) Nilan (1991) Pollard (1996) Hey (1997) and Besag (2006). 
My attempts to offer a consoling narrative which could protect the sense of self is 
seen as relatively powerless in the face of the authority given to reading competence 
at school.
Hutchby (2002) cites Geldard and Geldard, who argue children ‘tend to avoid 
emotional pain’ (p.71) as do adults, I would argue. We can contextualise hesitancies 
and avoidances as evidence of a person with an inner world, which is not laid out 
transparently in the interview, and which perhaps challenges some taken-for-granted 
notions, about children’s worlds being simple and open. I unwittingly created 
‘symbolic violence’ Bourdieu (1977/1983, p. 23) as I stumbled, with no maps, upon a 
volatile area in the children’s worlds.
1. This pedagogical idea is very much en vogue in primary schools at present, where teachers are 
encouraged to cater for different learning styles- for example ‘visual’ or ‘kinaesthetic’ learners who, 
Gardner argues, learn by looking and doing respectively. The argument made is each child is one o f  the 
“types” o f learner.
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Hutchby (2002) again cites Geldard and Geldard, who argue children deflect strongly 
emotional issues from themselves in order to not have to speak about them. This 
manifests itself through: ‘becoming silent and withdrawn or may involve the child 
seeking to distract attention away from the issue being loud and boisterous’ (Geldard 
and Geldard, cited in Hutchby, 2002, p. 149). Salim and Dodi do not become loud and 
boisterous, but Tina, in her interview, responded with physical aggression -  when the 
issue of her ‘being’ and her ‘reading’ was raised. She uses the body to deflect the 
question about‘good reading’ away from herself:
Lexie: Why do you think some people are better at reading than others? [Pause].
Tina (Malaysian, 7): [She has moved swiftly across the room, spotted a lizard puppet under a 
table that belongs to the school, put her hand inside it, and advances with alarming stealth 
towards me where she clamps its fabric jaw s on my wrist, quite hard, so it hurts fo r  several 
minutes afterwards] Ahhhhhhhhh [a war cry\.
Lexie: Oh he got me. [In slight pain/annoyance, not just playing along\ Ovv!
(Fieldnote March 14th, 2011).
Tina performs an attack with a puppet, the closest object to hand with which she 
could make a legitimate volley- it is both playful but also it is aggressive- as I noted 
she ‘bit’ quite hard with the puppet! Her resistance was effective; it disrupted the 
interview and allowed Tina to avoid developing or pursuing the topic, which I have 
already suggested is one that can produce painful feelings. Tina aims to retaliate -  to 
produce reciprocal pain, or at least shock and distract from answering the interview 
question. Hutchby argues ‘it is not always immediately clear when children are in fact 
resisting, or even that they are resisting,’ (Hutchby, 2002, p. 164) which I think is the 
case with Tina’s ‘biting’ back. Rogers and Elias (2012) suggest children:
(re) act against the scripts provided for them, such as ‘good reader’ providing 
counter narratives. These counter-narratives are often subtle and invisible 
(Rogers and Elias, 2012, p.260).
Though Tina’s ‘biting back’ was not an ‘invisible’ act, it was, I would argue, a 
counter narrative to those available to her from school about reading, and it was 
subtle in relation to how it engaged with what Rogers and Elias call ‘scripts provided 
for’ children (2012, p. 260). Her response offered resistance, even fury about the 
topic of reading hierarchies. Jewitt (2008) argues there is a tendency to ‘pathologise
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the non-verbal’ (p.245) both in the social world more widely, and when analysing 
interview data. If instead we see the act- the ‘bite’ as a counter-narrative to my 
narrative about reading at school, we are able to see the way in which the ‘biting 
back’ is used to resist the question I asked.
Leyla, who also described others as ‘better’ at reading than her, reacted in an 
emotionally charged way to discussing the topic:
Lexie: Why do you think some people are better at reading than others?
Leyla (Algerian, 6): They are better at reading than me because they read more books.
Lexie: Who do you mean?
Leyla: [Shrugs] [Pause]. Then aggressively pushes the books on the table to the other side of  
it] Gnnnnh [uttering a grunt- almost a warning growl- as she pushes the books].
Lexie: Like ...som e people in your class?
Leyla: [Folds her arms tight to her chest and pouts- a sulk. She says under her breath, with 
venom but audible] I not a lot like reading.
Leyla’s explanation of others’ superior reading competences tries at first to identify 
issues of attitude and practice. Their reading skill relates to the fact that ‘they’ read 
more books. It is when I encourage Leyla to identify individuals- or groups- who fit 
the category of ‘good reader’ that she reacts -  again with the body rather than solely 
with the voice, and with aggression.
The experience of learning to read, and the coterminous emergence for some of the 
identity of poor reader: ‘produces a desire to avoid and create distance from 
themselves and painful topics,’ (Geldard and Geldard, in Hutchby, 2002 p. 148) 
namely their low status as readers. The non-verbal is important to the story of what is 
happening in these interchanges. I suggest the children’s responses to the matter of 
t good reading in interaction with me is, in part non-verbal, and non-cognitive: not 
concerned with articulating thoughts verbally, and therefore responses do not always 
manifest themselves in articulate commentary, but rather in actions or facial 
expressions. Hutchby argues silences and the ‘use of words such as “I don’t know” 
should not be treated purely cognitively,’ (Hutchby, 2002, p.50) and I believe the 
same applies to body responses recorded in these data.
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The extract below demonstrates another tactic that was used by children when 
translating the classroom hierarchy into something meaningful for them, in terms of 
reading:
Lexie: Why do you think some people are better at reading than others? What do you think 
Roxanne?
Roxanne (Lebanese, 6): [Sort of dazed, as though she is only just joining the conversation] 
What?
Lexie: About why some people are better at reading than others?
Roxanne: [Distractedly] To learn.
Roxanne sought to indicate her disinterest in the importance of being a good reader 
through her disengagement with the conversation. Roxanne may have been bored, or 
simply not listening- I noted her ‘dazed’ seeming voice and countenance. It may, 
however, be that this disengaged removal of self from the dialogue and the topic 
indicate and reflect a different ‘coping strategy;’ one of not being present, which 
effectively closes down my line of questioning. Though the emotion cannot be 
separated out from her thoughts about what reading means to her, I do not want to 
lose sight of what is being revealed about how she constructs reading ability, or being 
a good or poor reader. Roxanne links reading with learning. When probed further she 
tells us more about what she sees as the properties of reading:
Lexie: To learn? But what makes people better, what makes people in a higher group than 
others?
Roxanne (Lebanese, 6): Because they keep learning and learning reading? Cos they keep 
reading stories all day?
Roxanne then picked up another book; it worked to sidestep further questioning in 
this vein. By demonstrating her intention and desire to read the book, Roxanne 
secured herself an alternative activity, which still counted as legitimate within the 
space of the interview. Her eventual comment: ‘reading stories all day’ links with the 
theme of practicing reading, which was articulated by other children.
Emma (white British, 10), identified by Miss Berg as a very poor reader in Year 6, 
used almost identical language to that of the Year 2 children already discussed when
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she talked of her own positioning in class as a reader. Florence (Bangladeshi, 11), 
Emma, Muni (Kurdish, 11) and I were talking about reading:
Lexie: Why do you think some people are better at reading than others?
Emma: [Head pricks up, and puts up her hand, sitting very upright and answering brightly 
and promptly] I know! Because [pause] with reading, yeah, [frowns] YEAH, err, you sort o f  
read, and then you have to err, like read, reeeead, well, and then, with pictures [imitates 
flicking through a book, but speaks now without conviction] and that’s something peoples do. 
Like [more faltering, and in a softer voice]. Like, err, in my class, yes, like they look, yeah, 
you look, and, errr, then there’s more, like, err, reading, but reading there’s words, and 
learning, and you have words and then you. Like, sounding out. Yeah, and so you do 
something reading, like then you look and then you err yeah so like it’s about in the books and 
yeah.
[Long Pause],
Emma: Some people are more intelligent than us [Slightly frowning].
Lexie: So if  they are more intelligent, does that make them better readers?
Florence: [Looking at Emma, sighs a short sharp sigh as if  frustrated. Then narrows her eyes, 
at me, fixes her gaze on Emma, and then back at me. She turns on her seat so her back is now 
to Emma].
Florence: Some people are more intelligent and have better memories than others. [Sighs 
again, crumples up her face in displeasure and with a brisk motion, keeping her back to 
Emma, shifting on her seat so she is as fa r away from Emma as the space the chairs occupy 
permits, she pushes her unfinished drawing in her picture diary to me. She squints and juts 
out her jaw  at Emma, looking very displeased]. I have finished; can I go back to class now? 
[As she rises she scowls at Emma, over her shoulder].
Emma begins eagerly and seems pleased to be able to offer an answer. The data 
indicate how she rapidly loses confidence. I could not follow the flow of Emma’s 
comments, after her initial confidence about reading, they become halting and her 
sentences fragment. The data are not easily analysed. It is interesting that as words 
begin to fail she reverts to expressing what she does “know” with her body and her 
face. ‘She ‘frowned’ and then ‘stopped speaking with conviction,’ her hesitation 
about reading is symbolically expressed by her lack of words; she lacks a coherent 
narrative with which to articulate her understandings about reading. I believe she 
provides words in order to say and offer something, but she gets lost, and her 
performance runs into the sand.
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The comment which indicates the point where the carapace of talking “about” reading 
slips, and we see the ‘back of stage’ (Goffman, 1954, p.211) aspect of Emma’s 
experience of reading, is when Emma says after a silence: ‘some people are more 
intelligent than us’. She tried and failed to talk about reading as a generality, 
something distant and “objective” and found only an uncomfortable knowledge of her 
own inadequacy in talking about reading at all. It proves fraught- after all- to ‘do’ a 
performance about reading where the personal- her own experience of being a reader- 
does not intrude. Like Muni, Salim and Dodi, Emma has a clear view of the 
judgements that the school has made about her; she is not ‘one of the clever ones’ 
who ‘knows’ what reading is well enough to discuss it competently. She does not 
exhibit the ‘right’ sort of classroom competency to be validated by those in authority 
at school (Davies, 1993). This is evidence of the emergence of narratives of failure 
alike those in the younger children’s talk, though there is an initial attempt in what 
Emma says to deflect this by speaking about techniques of reading.
We gain additional insight into the way the children feel about their allocation to the 
reading hierarchy from these data. Florence resists being placed in a collective 
bracket with Emma of ‘not intelligent.’ She seeks to evade Emma’s attempt to label 
her and assign her identity and place in the hierarchy. Florence sends out a chain of 
body and verbal indications of the wish to distance herself from this comment. 
Florence is alone in these data in demonstrating a refusal to take up the classifrcatory 
position and stigmatised location to which another child, but also the teacher is 
seeking to assign her.
Florence seeks to reframe reading by more “objective” criteria. She talks about ‘some 
people’ rather than herself or her classmates by name, in order to retreat to a more 
formal sphere and to create distance, and avoid potential upset of others. It is 
important to also question whether she was resentful about my seeming ‘innocence’ 
about hierarchies in the classroom, especially when asking the three girls in this 
interview, Emma, Muni and Florence, who were positioned by teachers as having
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deficits in reading, evidenced by being taken out o f class for daily rem edial literacy 
classes.
Florence goes so far as to remove herself from the interview setting in order to not be 
tangled in Em m a’s comments and positioned by Emma in the ‘branded space and 
blemished identity’ (W acquant 2008, p. 173) at the bottom o f  the ‘good reader’ 
hierarchy. The fundamental point I seek to make is how the children have clear 
understandings o f classroom hierarchies, and the stigma that accompanies the 
categories o f  those who are delineated as being at the bottom o f the structure. It is 
important to note that the older children had better awareness o f the implications o f 
these judgem ents, and at least some o f  them  sought to resist them.
There were other examples o f children responding with silences, or answers that were 
not entirely linked to the m atter at hand, to the same interview question:
Lexie: [To Emilio and Amir] Why do you think some people are better at reading than others?
Emilio (Columbian, 6): Err, it doesn’t matter?
Lexie: What do you think Amir?
[Long pause],
Emilio: [Pointing to the recorder] Is that a microphone?
Emilio, him self in the bottom reading group, begins by m aking the attempt to suggest 
it ‘does not m atter’ if  you are good or not at reading, and to deny the significance o f 
the issue. Amir was silent for a long time, long enough for Emilio to start to talk 
about and notice other things in the room. Silence ‘inoculates’ (Hutchby, 2002, p .165) 
the child against having to make further answers or elaborations on the m atter 
brought up by the interviewer. Amir has speech and language problems, which 
manifested in his taking a long time to answer questions and to speak in 
conversational turn, long enough that teachers and his friends often thought he did not 
have an answer and moved onto a different topic. The tactic is an effective one as 
Am ir evades answering at all, on a matter that others had indicated was significant, 
though we remain ambivalent about whether he thinks so too.
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Emilio, unlike other children insisted not he but Amir choosQ the book we read, as he 
‘did not mind’ and wanted Amir to be ‘happy’. Emilio exhibits in friendship what he 
may not be able to ‘do’ with reading- to show competence in it- and protects his 
friend from having to speak. Amir may, however just be taking his time to speak. Cox 
et al’s (1979) work explores what we make of, and take from children with 
(disabilities’ utterances in interview situations, pointing out that gestures and. 
actions, but also silences can be as important to “read”, in cases where verbal 
articulations are not always cogent or explicit in their meaning.
Within the discourses available to them within school, the children sought to mobilise 
their positionality to create ‘symbolic self protection’ (Wacquant, 2008, p.274) from 
the tarnished category of being ‘bad’ at reading. Through a presentation for ‘front of 
house’ (Goffman, 1974, p.90) where their subjectivity remained intact, they storied 
themselves as ‘good at’ diverse skills. This ‘all-round goodness’ acted as an. 
affordance for poor reading. The children’s proficiency in ‘other’ things stood as a 
‘consoling narrative’ for the wounded sense of self-as-competent-reader, which is 
valued as part of the normative processes of schooling.
In addition to the classroom-based reading assessment that I have already described in 
this chapter, there was much in the day to day fabric of classroom life which children 
sensitively ‘read off about their own positioning- such as the groups they worked 
with, and the way in which they were addressed by the teacher. The reading groups 
were named elusively but it was clear to the children who was top and who was 
bottom. Children worked to discover and name these hierarchies despite teachers’ 
intentions to blur them. An example of this was when, rarely, the children were 
reading as a ‘free’ activity on the carpet. Malik and Dodi could not read a word in the 
book, and so Malik said:
Malik (Iraqi, 7): Go ask Shada, [or] Akoji what it is.
Dodi (Kurdish, 6): No! Why?
Malik: Cos she in best group for reading, so she can help.
2 From “most able” to “least able”: Aladdins, Little Mermaids, Simbas, Wall-Es, Mickey Mouses, 
Nemos.
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Sabeen (Bangladeshi, 6) talked about her own position as a reader who was not quite 
top:
Miss say she going to try me in the Aladdins, cos now I in Little Mermaids and she want to 
see what my learning like there, and maybe she keep me up there.
I believe the significant word in Sabeen’s comment is ‘up’. Sabeen knew that the 
‘Aladdins’ group was higher than the ‘Little Mermaids’ reading group. The groups 
were displayed on a sheet on the wall in the Year 2 classroom, with the names of 
children written prominently in brightly coloured circles (which I cannot share due to 
issues with anonymity) and often children would touch the sheet and talk with others 
about who was in the different groups and if they would remain there.
The children in Year 6 also spoke of their reading groups, and though these were 
displayed less prominently, with names written on sheets wedged into baskets filled 
with guided reading books left on a sideboard, the children migrated to them, touched 
the sheets, looked at the names and read the comments made by the teacher about 
their peers’ reading abilities when lining up for assembly. This indicated that though 
they often deflected talk, as well as practice of their own reading, the older children 
remained interested in the hierarchies of reading in the classroom.
5.3 Negotiating the identity of a ‘good reader’
It is important to recognise that there could be some damaging implications to gaining 
the label of a ‘good reader’. Hakim, one of the only male ‘good readers’ in Year 6 
employed humour to indicate that while he was a good reader, he was still ‘bad’. 
enough to count as a ‘proper boy’. The following excerpt is from a lesson where 
paired work was required, and therefore where social as well as academic 
considerations came into play. Salman and Hakim were the only two boys in either 
the top or second to top reading group. Out of the three children in his year working 
at national average for literacy, Hakim was the only boy. Salman noted how far ahead 
Hakim was in his work:
Hakim (Kurdish, 11): O f course, man, I was reading when in my mother’s stomach, I was on 
it then! ,
Salman (Bangladeshi, 11): Yeah right!
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Hakim: I was playing on my Game Boy when I was in there, man [elbows Salman in the ribs] 
come on bind, catch up with me [looks at Salman, who looks crestfallen] sorry blud, I was 
only joking.
In this situation, Hakim’s quickness with reading is synonymous with his quickness 
with humour and verbal repartee, which other research indicates is a valued 
commodity for establishing hegemonic masculinity (Connell 2008). ‘Of course’ he 
claims he is quicker (or more intelligent) than his classmate as he was, he suggests, a 
precociously early reader and therefore precociously intelligent. The conversation 
descends into the absurd as Hakim intimates he was also ‘playing Game Boy’ before 
his birth. By introducing humour he avoids a head-on competitive tackle. He then 
cajoles his friend to ‘catch up;’ language which avoids resonances of a teacher 
request by being framed in “street” language, and with humour.
This interchange indicates again that the children are positioned within discursive 
fields that they negotiate. In their talk, they produce discourses about reading, and 
articulate its hierarchies. In so doing they reproduce the school system’s 
stratifications, at the same time as being produced as readers by those same processes 
and stratifications. The process is dynamic, children are positioned as objects within 
school discourses, but they co-construct their positionality within those discourses. 
These data reveal other considerations which children make meaning of. They 
indicate that the need to be ‘good’ at reading is also mediated by the need to get along 
with classmates.
5.4 Reading competency narratives
The following excerpts of data indicate that children in both the younger and older 
age groups had strong emotional responses to talking about reading. Crucially reading 
did not evoke strong emotional reactions either during interviews or participant 
, observation with ‘good’ readers. Hakim employed quite different discourses to those 
discussed so far. He reflected on my question:
Lexie: Why are some people better at reading than others, do you think?
Hakim (Kurdish, 11): It depends upon what sort o f brain you have, whether you are good at 
reading.
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Hakim does not refer explicitly to intelligence, but rather to the idea you need the 
‘right sort’ of brain for reading. It is interesting to note his attempt to employ 
‘scientific’ modes of thinking about the ‘brain’ and reading; he articulates a locus of 
cognition. Reading is considered in an objective way, with no reference to Hakim’s 
own reading skills.
Harriet, in the top reading group in Year 2, and Salman, a strong reader in Year 6 
said:
Lexie: Why do you think some people are better at reading than others, I-
Harriet (Ethiopian, 7): {Interrupts] Um if  they are in a higher year, they might have started
before you and learn before you.
Salman (Bangladeshi, 11): You need to be good in your generation, to be a good reader. So, 
you need to start when young and be good from then on the way up through school.
‘Good’ readers were able to make narratives about reading different from narratives 
about self. For them, talk about reading was kept apart from painful and negative 
discourses available to the poorer readers. In translating school ideas about reading, 
and themselves as readers, they did not resist school discourses, but nor did they need 
to repair their own storied selves. Harriet confidently answers by drawing upon 
discourses which understand the structure of age stratifications in the primary school 
and how these link with progression through the curriculum (Fr0nes and James, 
1990). Salman considers the importance of consistent effort at ‘being good’ within 
your peer group, from a young age in reading.
The role of experience, in the case of these two children finding success at school in 
their reading, provides protection against the stigma associated with bad reading. 
Assigned structures such as year groups keep Harriet’s emotions, and her ‘self out of 
the story of reading competence. I think all the child readers’ emotional responses 
related to their understanding of the implications reading excellence had for 
classroom stratification and hierarchy. They understood that they were being placed 
in a system where in order for reading competence to be recognised and rewarded, it 
had to be exhibited in the way that those in authority articulated it ‘should’ be done.
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S.SRepair work and ‘consoling narratives’.
Those who had been positioned as ‘poor’ at reading sought ways of compensating the 
self. In the following excerpt, generated by participant observation when children 
were completing maths work with me whilst the rest of the class undertook a SAT 
examination, we see how Salim engaged in and was proud of his maths work. Being 
good at maths offered solace to the self-as-reader. Ben and Salim were working 
together on a times tables sheet. I noted in earlier data how Salim had a clear sense of 
himself within a hierarchy of other boys who were more intelligent than he was. 
Salim sought to make use of the classroom hierarchies in order to provide him with 
something closer to a hegemonic position among the boys:
Salim (Lebanese, 6): [Leaning with Ben over his work] Two times five that’s easy, ten, yessss 
I can do this really good, I am getting ahead look [points at Rahim opposite him] Rahim has 
done only four, we have done, one, two, three, [counts to twenty] twenty! And Emilio! What! 
Like two and that’s it!
Ben (Moroccan, 7): Yeah! The next one, I know it, I know it!
Salim: [Writing] Five, times, five is.
Ben: Five, ten, fifteen,
Salim: Er [calculating] Twenty-five?
Ben: [AWs].
Salim: Yesssss! That whole first one [column of questions] done. I am bare good at times 
tableses [sic]. (Fieldnote, 26th May 2011).
Salim articulates his sincere pleasure in finding the work easy, and he engages with 
other boys in a competitive way- he observes he has completed more questions than 
Rahim and Emilio. He is exuberant at Ben’s nod, which indicates Salim has found the 
right answer, and then he announces he is ‘bare (very) good at times tableses’. Unlike 
reading, Salim feels confident and able to ‘do’ maths, which means he enjoys it, he is 
able to compete.- and win- against other children, and ‘get it right3. It may be that 
there is a moral worth attached to ‘getting it right3" or being right, and that this 
performs repair work to his narrative of self. Reading, for Salim, is associated with 
feeling defeated. .He finds a ‘consoling narrative’ in his proficiency with maths. 
‘Doing’ maths well and ‘being’ good at it is important for Salim to preserve a sense 
of tiis own moral worth, and to be able to exhibit school competence. His competence 
ihihaths acts as an affordance for lacking competence in reading.
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Leyla similarly focussed on her proficiency in a different area of the curriculum than 
reading. It was the subject area of art that offered an alternative source of positive 
identity from her perspective. We saw the initial part of this conversation earlier in 
the chapter:
Lexie: Why do you think some people are better at reading than others?
Leyla (Algerian, 6): They are better at reading than me because they read more books.
Lexie: Who do you mean?
Leyla: [Shrugs] [Pause], Then aggressively pushes the hooks on the table to the other side of 
the table,] Gnnnnh {uttering a grunt- almost a warning growl- as she pushes the books] . 
Lexie: Like ...som e people in your class?
Leyla: [Folds her arms tight to her chest and pouts- a sulk. She says under her breath, with 
venom but audible] I not a lot like reading. [Then, more brightly] I like drawing, I am really 
really really good at drawing. I draw alllll the time.
Leyla indicates that by practicing drawing often, she is able to be ‘good’ at it, and that 
she draws ‘all the time,’ unlike reading where she avoids the work of decoding and 
reading many books.
In another example, Emma attempted some “repair” work for Muni, once Florence 
had left the room. Emma indicates a sense of her own vulnerability as a poor reader, 
but also of having destabilised categories which require maintenance within the peer 
group, by labelling herself and her friends as “not clever”. She evidences ontological 
insecurity in the implications attendant on not being good at reading, and how this 
positions her, and Muni. Emma attempts to offer comfort:
Emma (white British, 10): [Speaks warmly] You are good at writing, you’re neat I’ll tell you 
that. [Pause].
Muni (Kurdish, 11): [Shrugs irritably, still looking down].
Emma: And, Muni, maths, you help me.
Emma seeks to buttress Muni who has articulated the fact she sees herself as not 
skilled in reading, in terms of repositioning Muni as someone who is good-at-maths, 
and therefore less vulnerable to the ‘discreditable identity’ (Plummer, 1975, p. 93) of 
being unclever. When Muni does not immediately respond, Emma talks about Muni’s 
other qualities and points out that she is good at writing. Emma also draws on
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discourses which are critical to gendered identities because Muni is someone who 
“helps:” she helps Emma with maths. Emma draws upon discourses of ‘neat and tidy’ 
which "again evoke gender appropriate elements of ‘being’ (Weekes, 1997). She 
focuses on presentation rather than content in Muni’s work. Muni shrugs off the 
credence of that claim; she knows it is content which gains approval from school 
authorities, not neatness alone.
5.6 Attitude
Children employed discourses about attitude as part of what they saw to be the 
“properties” of achieving ‘good’ reading. Such narratives about reading came both 
from children who occupied places in the middle of the school hierarchy of reading 
competence, and those at the top, though significantly none of the children in the 
older age group spoke about attitude. Malik proves a negative case as he is the only 
‘poor reader’ who also talked about the agentic possibilities of attitude in improving 
reading. This related to accepting the need for hard work. I asked the same question 
about why some people were better than others at reading:
Malik (Iraqi, 7): They learn.
Lexie: Ah, they learn, how do you think they learn more than other people?
Malik: Because they work hard.
The importance of the labour of learning is clear, but also having a positive work 
ethic is emphasised. Malik thinks reading is not about natural aptitude, but rather 
about putting in effort, and lots of it, and other data presented earlier in this chapter 
from Emilio reinforces the same discourse. Elkind and Whitehurst’s (2001) research 
suggests that starting formal literacy learning later than is statutory in England is 
more beneficial for children’s attitude and attainment in reading. English education 
policy dictates children, start formal learning - work’ at a lower age than the rest of 
Europe (Hall and Soler, 2010). Malik’s articulation, at six years old about ‘hard work’ 
is enframed in an education policy where such ‘work’- that of formal learning, rather 
than learning through play-based activities and curriculum, is already a crucial part of 
the discourses, and expectations, of his day-to-day life in the classroom. Out of all the 
properties of reading the children discuss, attitude is the one which the individual has 
the most control over; indeed it may be the only one where they have any control.
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Lorren (Somali, 7) underscores the importance of expending effort reading:
Lexie: Why do you think some people are better at reading than others?
Lorren: They tried a lot o f times, and then they got high, high higher [in their reading level]. 
The data presented so far indicate children producing teachers’ values, as they 
understand them, as part of the classroom processes of ‘interpretive reproduction’ 
(Gorsaro and Eder, 1990, p.300) within their own cultures. Hakim continues this 
theme, as he describes Suraj, his classmate, in terms which internalised and mobilised 
the authoritative voices of school. It is attitude which Hakim identifies as being of 
key importance in this narrative:
Hakim (Kurdish, 11): Well, Suraj (Bangladeshi, 10) is not so good in most o f  what he does, 
like he did badly in his SATs, but his reading is great because that is all he did work on. All 
he did was read and read. It is all he cares about!
SATs examinations are the currency of the children’s school world for a time: Suraj, 
in his classmate’s account of him, lacks the ability to ‘care’ about anything other than 
the Reading SAT- where Suraj applies himself, he can do well, but given that was ‘all 
he did’ he ‘did badly’. Hakim implies his classmate has not picked up cues about the 
informal curriculum (Gaine, 1987). Hakim also suggests Suraj should engage more 
seriously with all of the exams, not just with the leisured practice of reading, which 
feeds into preparation for one of the exams only. Given the two boys sit on opposite 
sides of the same classroom, this information indicates the forms of surveillance that 
one boy exercises over another. Hakim is well informed about his classmate’s 
strengths and weaknesses. Hakim presents teacher assessments of Suraj very 
precisely. He portrays Suraj as what ‘not to be’. ‘Doing’ only one academic task in an 
undisciplined fashion is not th e ‘thing to do’.
Gorsaro and Eder argue:
children become a part of adult culture and contribute to its reproduction 
through their negotiations with adults and their creative production of a series 
of peer cultures with other children (Gorsaro and Eder, 1990, p. 201).
If this is the case, the hierarchies created by the formal assessment procedures of 
SATs are évident in Hakim’s words. Whether he, and other children, have entirely
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accepted them as their own is questionable, but they have understood perfectly the 
importance of wider government policies of examining and scrutinising classroom 
competence. Being a good reader was understood to be of central importance in the 
classroom by the children of both age groups. It contributed to even very young 
children grasping the hierarchies they were part of, and being a good reader had 
implications for their feelings and subjectivities. In terms of children’s agency, this 
indicates that the children are meaning makers who mobilise, and also reflect upon 
the structures in which they find themselves as readers at school, in spite of the 
constraints such structures present. At the beginning of this chapter, however, I 
argued that children worked with a number of factors that they considered important 
to becoming a ‘good reader’. They identified practice as an important aspect.
5.7 Practice
This section explores the ways in which many children framed reading as about 
practice, or the rehearsal of a skill. Practice was a dominant theme in the Year 6 
children’s accounts of why some people are better at reading than others; working 
hard and “trying hard” were linked strongly with the concept of practice. Practice in 
these accounts forms a sort of dichotomy with intelligence: there is labour involved in 
the “practice” of reading, unlike intelligence which is articulated as an aptitude you 
‘have’. Intelligence is a quality you therefore ‘are’, not something you ‘do’, like 
practice. In Suraj (Bangladeshi, 10), Nawaz (Bangladeshi, 10) and Fahaz’s 
(Bangladeshi, 10) interview:
Lexie: Why do you think some people are better at reading than others?
[All together, in monotone]'. Practice.
It is important that I problematise asking the question as I did- it draws attention to, 
and assumes both parties- the researcher and participants- know of the hierarchy of 
readers, and that within it there are value judgements that some children are ‘better’ 
than others. Any attempt at objectivity is abandoned when the self is considered 
within that hierarchy, as happens in the data- the children began to interpret the 
question to be about how good their own reading was. Had I asked the children to talk 
about how reading was ‘done’ or organised, the responses- and the hierarchical nature
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of the process and organisation of reading might have been less evident. The way the 
boys responded in unison might indicate that they had received pedagogical messages 
from teachers that this was the “appropriate” response about what to Mo’ with 
reading. Kent suggests:
Kent (Angolan, 11): People who are better at reading practice more, like if  you read every 
night before bed, then you get better.
Kent talks about rehearsing reading and how investing time into it are integral to the 
labour of, and progress in, reading. He suggests that daily practice, where reading is 
part of your domestic as well as school routine, can improve the skill. Home leisure 
reading and formal education become entangled in Kent’s comment.
In a separate interview, George said:
George (white British, 11): Some are better at reading because they spend more time at it, and 
that is why- so if  you spend more time doing things then you get better at them.
George understands there to be a temporal element to reading as well as other tasks: 
the more time you invest in an activity, the better you become at it. Implicit in the 
idea of spending time on activities is the idea that the individual makes a choice what 
to invest in, so reading can become a social habit cultivated in free time, as opposed 
to part of school curriculum‘work’.
With Isabel and Amana, a similar theme emerged:
Lexie: Why do you think some people are better at reading than others?
Isabel (Angolan, 11): If you practice you get better at reading.
Amana (Lebanese, 10): Mmm [Assent].
Clearly there is no material ‘object’ produced in reading, other than “the literate self,” 
but the idea that the labour of reading produces competent readers is echoed in the 
children’s comments. The relationship of the work- the work of reading- to the 
product- a good reader, is formed by the relationship the children have with reading. 
Therefore, with the work of practice, the reader achieves higher levels of reading in 
the hierarchy set by the school. Reading only counts as ‘better’ when more 
challenging vocabulary and decoding are encountered and mastered, because the 
children understand what success in reading constitutes predominantly through the
lens of school criteria. Children did not speak about reading environmental print, such 
as advertisements on the bus, comics, or other reading materials at home- what was 
given credit for ‘good’ reading was reading schoolbooks ‘well’.
5.8 Placed and spaced aspects of reading practice
The data indicate that the issue of practicing reading is situated in place and time. A 
key space in which the children positioned reading was the ‘home’. For children at 
Three Chimneys, with its high population of diasporic families, ‘home’ is sometimes 
a multiple concept, a matter that is discussed further in chapter seven. Issues of home 
language and home literacy along with ‘social and educational capital’ (Bourdieu, 
1984, p. 46) arise alongside the placed and geographically located aspects of the 
practice of reading at home.
The school presented reading as an important ‘literacy event’ (Brice-Heath, 1983, 
p. 116) which should happen in the home. Though teachers mainly conveyed this 
message verbally, it was also reinforced, disciplined and documented to some extent, 
through printed reading diaries in which parents were supposed to log the child’s 
reading practice at home. The extent to which this demand was met was, however, 
less clear. Miss West often read out the names of children whose reading diaries had 
not recently been written in. She emphasised publicly how important it was to read at 
home. Support staff ticked and checked that Year 6 children’s reading diaries were 
filled in daily. Nonetheless, the children almost never mentioned experiences of 
reading at home; this absence is important in and of itself. Many children in the study 
had absorbed the school’s messages relating to the importance of practising their 
reading at home. When I asked questions about reading the issue emerged 
ubiquitously:
Lesley (Indian, 7): Some people are in higher groups for reading, because they are practising
at home.
Salim, Dodi and I had been talking about what makes some people better at reading in 
the excerpt discussed at the start of this chapter. In the same conversation, Salim was 
clear about the key issue as he saw it:
Lexie; Yeah and what makes them cleverer, do you think-
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Salim (Lebanese, 6): [Interrupting] Reading at home.
Dodi told me on the way back to the classroom from the interview that:
Dodi (Kurdish, 6): None at home don’t never read wit me cos they’s can’t read. Her, [my] 
mum and auntie don’t speaks English, her speak Arabic, her can’t read Arabic. At home, I 
play PSP [Play Station Portable, a small portable version o f the Play Station gaming device]. 
At school I reading, is long [in a very fed  up voice] Daddy, uncle he’s cans read, and [in] 
English but he he’s out work with uncle, at home he don’t read wit me.
For Dodi, the practice of reading at home was not routine, or part of the culture of his 
home. He describes how the gendered division of labour- in terms of earning money 
and childcare- impact upon his opportunities to practice reading. His mother cannot 
read or speak English; her ‘work’ of caring for him and Muni cannot include the work 
of reading, as she lacks the skill. His father is ‘out’ working with his uncle and is 
therefore not available to read with his son. Dodi indicates he is also unwilling to do 
so when he is home. Reading for Dodi is something which happens at school, and 
which is a struggle, and it takes a long, long time. Home is for practicing PSP 
(Playstation), not ‘school literacy events’ (Heath, 1983, p.l 16) such as reading books. 
His perspective on reading indicated in the excerpt above provides insight into both 
the social world of school and the different linguistic and cultural aspects of the social 
world of home, as Dodi experiences it. Practice, as a property of reading, therefore 
can be out of the hands of the child reader, if there is no-one at home to practice 
‘with’, and there is little Dodi can do to alter this.
Though ethnicity is absent in the children’s accounts of these aspects of reading, they 
talk about home, and language, as Dodi does in the excerpt above. The literature on 
race and education, in particular neo-liberal discourses such as those found in 
Goodhart (2010), suggest it is the fault of the homes of children, and the nature of the 
support- or lack of it- they gain there, which makes for failing readers in Black and 
certain other ethnic minority groups’ families, such as Bangladeshis. This analysis is 
linked expressly with race, as the families in question are positioned as Black. 
According to such discourses, education is not valued in such homes. Therefore it is 
the responsibility of the individual to change their attitude from “being disengaged”- 
which is also endorsed, legitimated and wrapped up in youth culture- in order to
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realise their goals. Such an approach does not take into account other factors such as 
home literacy, or wider social factors, such as fear of failure.
5.9 The ‘blame’ game
Some children were acutely aware of their status as a poor reader framed through the 
formal literacy skills of the people at home:
Lexie: Why then do you think some people are better at reading than others?
Sanaa (Lebanese, 6): Cos they’s in a higher group.
Lexie: Why do you think they are in a higher group?
Sanaa: Because they are reading chapter books, they know words.
Lexie: So how do you think they managed to get to reading chapter books?
Sanaa: Like, everyone [implies you would be hopeless if  you didn’t know] knows how to 
spell, like “beautiful” and then they could, um, then they see it in the book them read at 
school.
Lexie: So how do you think you get to be good at reading, how do some people get to be 
better than others?
Sanaa: They learn at home.
Lexie: Ahhh.
Tina (Chinese, 7): I have to teach my mum how to speak English better. She speaking English 
so BAD [she screws up her face].
Sanaa talks about a performance of ‘good’ reading as found in the ‘higher groups’: 
‘they read chapter books’. She also has an understanding of the knowledge capital 
held by these children: they ‘know words’. Crucially, the geographical space in which 
this happens is ‘at home’. ‘At home’ means not only a place, but also entails ‘family’ 
or parental help. Sanaa most explicitly articulates the school infused idea that 
becoming a good reader is something, at least partially, accomplished in the home. 
Tina engages with reading at home in terms of her mother’s poor level of English- 
she is aware how cultural capital is accrued at home. Irrespective of attitude or 
practice, there is little Tina can action to change her mother’s levels of literacy in 
English.
Bilingual children in East London in Gregory’s study (1996) often had parents with 
little English, so older siblings helped younger ones to read in the ‘new language’. As
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the eldest child, Tina does not have this type of support. I believe Tina felt 
parent/child roles were reversed, so that Tina had to ‘teach my mum how to speak 
English better’ rather than her mother taking the leading role in language learning and 
proficiency. Practising reading at home is not, I believe, in Tina’s understanding of it, 
a solitary activity, but requires someone who speaks ‘good’ English to help you. 
Practicing reading then is contingent upon who is prepared to help and how 
competent they are in doing so. This however, is only the case with reading in 
English. In some of the homes, reading in another language, that of the family, was 
learnt in community language schools, and practiced in the home as well. Here the 
parents might be expert rather than positioned as ‘not knowing’. Some children also 
learnt a third language, that of their sacred religious text. For most of the children at 
Three Chimneys, this was the Qu’ran, learnt at the Madrasa, a religious school for the 
study of Islam, in Arabic. This is discussed further in chapter seven.
5.10 The role teachers play
Children in this research had clear perspectives on the role teachers play in reading. 
The issues they focused upon were concerned with the amount of time they had with 
teachers, the quality of teaching staff, and an awareness of the teacher’s control over 
the hierarchy of class reading groups. Emilio had a clear idea of what would make 
him a better reader:
Emilio (Columbian, 6): I’d be better in reading i f  there were lots o f  teachers. If  there were one
hundred teachers.
Lexie: A h lse e -
Emilio: Because some teachers don’t know a lot.
Lexie: So you think you need teachers who are really good, and more teachers?
Emilio: Yeah, because some teachers are more good.
Emilio then went on to make some specific comparisons between members of staff 
and the quality of their teaching. He had the idea that greater pupil to staff ratio, 
exaggerated to one hundred, to make his point, would improve his reading. 
Nonetheless, quality was important as well as quantity- he explained ‘some teachers 
are more good’ than others. Emilio takes possession of, and uses material from within 
the school culture to offer solutions and ways forward with reading. Analytically we
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can see that children assess their teachers’ competence- it is after all a model they 
have learnt in the classroom- and that there is an aspect of implied criticism integral 
in this excerpt- ‘some teachers don’t know a lot’. I argue that children are weak to 
resist the categories of reading which they are so clearly aware of in their experiences 
of reading at school. Though Rogers and Elias argue ‘children’s storied selves as 
literate are not thickened and formed as they are in adulthood’, (2012, p.260) we can 
see the accretion of this thickening in progress in these data.
The quality of the teacher is the main potential site for resistance to the categories the 
children are assigned, but they cannot act on this, as they cannot alter who their 
teacher is, nor indeed change their circumstances at home. The only final option is to 
alter their attitude- which is often negative as the data indicate. Once again if we 
delve into neo-liberal discourses that are particularly American in flavour and tone, 
individualism and personal responsibility for life opportunities are seen to be in the 
control of the individual, if sought. Such discourses ignore other factors indicated 
here that are raised by the children over which they have little control.
Children in Year 6 spoke of school reading materials as tedious and outmoded, and 
several erupted into tales of how dull they found the work of reading, and how unfair 
they found their teacher’s approach to it, as they were required to practice in silence. 
To what extent they were articulating a well-documented ennui that comes in the final 
year of primary school, (Galton, Gray and Ruddock, 1999, Renold, 2005, Delamont, 
1987) where it is crucial to look ahead to secondary school, and ‘moving on’ as 
Tahira (Bangladeshi, 11) in that class called it, was unclear. Hakim (Kurdish, 11) had 
worked out a path of least resistance with reading in class:
Some o f  the guided reading books we have- for us higher groups- yeah, they are really hard 
and we don’t understand them, so when she [class teacher] comes round we all just nod and 
smile and pretend like we understand, and then she goes away, and we don’t get it, but we are 
just polite and she goes away again.
This excerpt is indicative, of ways in which children organise themselves. Hakim 
shows his skilful manipulation and habitual understanding of the norms of behaviour 
within the social structures of his classroom, in how to look like he understands, to
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appear to be compliant, while, in fact not understanding or participating in the activity 
in the way the teacher had intended. This echoes Danby and Baker’s study where 
children repaired their behaviour in the eyes of the teacher, and then carried on with 
their own rules (Danby and Baker, 1998) once she had left the scene.
Sharp and Green, (1975) Willis (1977) and Ball, (1981) among others mentioned in 
chapter two, have written about how the education system perpetuates social 
inequalities. Willis, (1977) Corrigan, (1979) and Reay, (2006) show adolescents’ 
awareness of hierarchies in school. What is distinctive about the findings in this 
chapter is that we see the notion of hierarchies in school in the talk of very young 
children, and these are used in the applied context of the practice of reading. The 
differences in qualities of reading are invested with different values in order to create 
hierarchies. The data in this chapter provide evidence of how the reproduction of 
inequalities is individualised in the children’s accounts. These individualised 
inequalities are articulated based on what the children see and experience in the 
classroom in highly nuanced ways.
5.11 Conclusion
This chapter explored children’s framings of reading as an important aspect of their 
school experiences. It focused on the meanings they made of intelligence and 
memory, practice, and attitude. The impact of ‘home’ in the webs that make up 
reading was also clear. We saw the way in which reading as a practice and an act 
provided space for children to mobilise narratives about their lives and lived 
identities. Adult frames of assessment of reading dominated the emotional issues 
associated with reading in a classroom context. Emotion was present throughout the 
spread of different properties of reading the children articulated. The children 
recognised and adopted discourses which reproduced teacher values, but also 
translated and transformed them in ways which were meaningful to them, and part of 
this involved an element of moral ordering of reading at school.
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The significance of the ‘work’ the children were involved in with regards to 
structuring the academic hierarchies they were located by, and their associated moral 
orders was clear. The ability of such work to position the self in such a way as to 
protect it was apparent. The children simultaneously recognised and absorbed the 
hierarchies as they commented upon processes of learning to read, while they 
negotiated with them to rescue a valuable sense of self. They stand as another 
manifestation of the hierarchies we found in the children’s narratives in chapter four. 
They indicate the child’s work of making sense of the world in which they find 
themselves members. Such orders weave throughout their accounts of the social 
world of childhood in the English primary school in this thesis.
Having appropriated Wacquant’s concept of negative cultural capital, I claimed this 
remained pertinent to the classroom context, rather than the community one on which 
he focuses (2008). The analysis suggests that these children grappled strongly to 
avoid the stigma of being positioned at the bottom of the heap in their own accounts 
of themselves. They tell us reading is equated with more general intelligence, but 
nonetheless seek to ‘story themselves’ (Morrice, 2011, p.l) in different ways, through 
mobilising affordances of being good at other academic and personal skills. In some 
cases they seek to avoid the ‘symbolic violence’ (Bourdieu, 1977/1983, p. 23) of the 
discussion of their selves as poor readers and hence of ‘poor’ sense of selves 
mobilising disruption and avoidance strategies.
The focus at the end of the chapter was on the significance of the role teachers play in 
children’s path to reading. The children viewed teachers’ input in highly political 
terms, partly through their implied criticism of processes teachers used and of some 
individual teachers. There is potential in their discussion of the quality of the teacher 
to be a possible site for resistance, but they are not able to act on this. I argued 
children saw reading as ‘work’ and translated adult mores about trying hard and 
labouring in order to improve, into their understandings of reading success. This 
linked with the way in which the children spoke about reading club, and the laboured 
aspects of reading in that context in the previous chapter. Gorsaro and Eder (1990)
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argue children, as part of their socialization, or rather interpretive reproduction, adopt 
and reproduce adult stratifications. The children in this study transform and translate 
parts of the dominant discourses available to them, in order to draw on them in ways 
which are meaningful to them, and to make space to read their own narratives and 
identities into this process.
Nonetheless, in some very significant ways, the children do not only translate or 
absorb, but also moderate adult values. This is clear in particular in the way that they 
resist teacher’s pretences that there is no hierarchy in the classroom. In terms of 
addressing the broader aims of the study, these data offer insight into ethnic minority 
children’s perspectives on schooling, as well as their identities as readers in school. 
We are able to illuminate minority children’s experiences of the taken for granted 
processes of learning to read in primary school, through gaining insight into their own 
perspectives on it.
The data discussed in this chapter indicate that children have great weakness in 
resisting the category of ‘poor reader’. They did create consoling narratives, but these 
were not fully effective at protecting their feelings, throwing off the cultural 
dishonour associated with poor reading, or separating reading from the slippery 
concept of intelligence. There are few or no studies which indicate how poor readers 
act and manoeuvre to secure a less contaminated narrative of self, or indeed that 
young children recognise their positioning as a negative identity to occupy. Previous 
studies focus on much older adolescents and not on very young children. This makes 
such data a key finding in my thesis, as it indicates new insights into an aspect of 
children’s worlds, and also the multifaceted phenomenon of reading.
The data offer us some indications o f ‘coping strategies’ (Pollard, 1985, Hargreaves, 
1987) children did use. These arguments serve to reinforce the importance of the 
findings about reading and social stratifications explored in this chapter. Such 
findings also once again show that books and reading are important issues for 
children’s working out and working through moral orders and hierarchies in their
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school worlds, and to provide space for them to talk about their own concerns and 
preoccupations. It also has implications for the wider sociological concern with 
children’s agency. The children here wriggle and they manoeuvre, they find some 
space to save and to produce, a benign sense of their self. Such cultural productions 
however have a clear limitation in the wider world of discrimination and labour 
market disqualifications that accompany the inadequate reader in the Western world 
today.
Chapter six explores race, ethnicity and whiteness, and how these factors interweave 
with concepts of moral orders, once again deployed and created by the children as 
they read books with ‘different’ others in them at school. It is in the space of school 
friendships- a key part of children’s lives at school- that these comments were made 
about “other” children in school, and about the books we read. Significant data were 
generated about the perspectives of these children and how they define and see 
“others”. The ways in which the children agentically interact with books is identified. 
The ways they speak about their own lives and experiences of ethnicity and of school 
are revealed through the narratives they create as they read and interact with the 
phenomenon of reading and the artefact of the picturebook.
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6 Race, agency and schooling
6.1 Introduction
This chapter explores material drawn from interviews and participant observation 
with children aged six to seven years, in which they raise the matter of skin 
colour. They consider the meanings of skin colour and other body features in the 
context of the illustrations in the books we read in their interviews; they then went 
on to make observations about and apply those meanings to other children in the 
school. Skin colour surfaces as something noteworthy and as a marker o f 
difference between people in the children’s narratives, and I explore how it is 
rendered salient in their discussions. The key finding is controversial- that the 
children in this study, regardless of their own skin colour, mobilise Black skin as a 
category of what ‘not to be’. The finding was introduced in chapter four and the 
issue is explored further here. Once again hierarchies of worth and morality are 
constructed, articulated and mobilised by children, this time in relation to skin 
colour. Issues of children’s friendships shoot through the constructions, 
intermingling and bending the warp, making a complex fabric. The children’s 
discourses on skin colour are, nonetheless, full of contradictions.
The approach taken here starts from the theory that children are in the midst of 
finding out about the 'webs of significance that man himself has made' and their 
contradictory nature, to quote Geertz again (1973, p.4). These data reveal not only 
the fragility with which such webs of significance are spun but also how much 
hard work children do on a minute by minute basis to learn, navigate, negotiate 
and make meaning of them. The children use racialised language in contingent, 
shifting and inconsistent ways, but what remains the same is the way in which the 
children structure the self and the Other- the undesirable Other- through moral 
orders. Concurrent with their classifications of the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ the notion 
of pollution arises; the children are occupied with labelling and assigning some 
people to the polluted, out of place category, (Douglas, 1966) whilst others are 
positioned as ‘good’ and ‘pure’. The children resist and subvert what they find in 
the books we read. Reading is used as a vehicle for important aspects of the 
children’s worlds such as friendship and racialised identities.
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In chapters one and two, key academic frameworks and theories employed in 
ethnographic studies for studying race in relation to children were discussed. 
These focus on the way in which ‘the Black child’ is pathologised as the poor 
reader, in the wider context of racism and education, and children’s racialised 
identities. This chapter employs other approaches, from anthropology, cultural 
studies; and theory from race and ethnicity literature in addition to those already 
discussed. Through focusing on children’s narratives about themselves, we learn 
both about what the children make of those represented in the books we read in 
interviews, and other children they encounter at school. A key aspect of the 
conversations the children had about race is the way in which they rendered it 
highly visible. This involves how they frequently talked about the physical 
markers of race, that which can be seen. This may be related, as I suggested 
earlier, to the fact that the materials used in the interview- picturebooks- were 
visual artefacts. The children engage with the visual representation of characters, 
and a politics of the visual (Rowley, 2009) enters the discourses they employ in 
the data presented in this chapter.
This chapter and chapter seven are concerned with different aspects of the 
children’s identity work, around issues of race and faith in the data presented here. 
The rationale for organising them and separating the themes out in the way I have 
is linked to the context in which the comments were made. Race was connected in 
the children’s talk to friendships at school. Friendship offered a relatively rare 
space to play out choice and develop their emerging conceptions of ‘Self and 
‘Other’ through racialised discourses. The children navigate their talk about 
racialised Others through mapping race onto the body; such discourses of 
embodiment are unpicked in this chapter, and we see the ways in which they 
conform to dominant folk concepts about the Black body. There are two books in 
particular which elicited the data presented here and these are The Cold Day and 
My Best Friend, both of which depicted Black American or Black British 
children, while it was in relation to Mirror that the talk about faith emerged.
Another rationale for separating out the data into two distinct chapters was linked 
to the ways in which the children engaged with issues around faith and skin 
colour; I have already drawn attention to the significance of gesture and body
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language in the children’s responses to the books. Race was a topic more fraught 
with pauses, silences and disjunctures; children were silent, said they ‘did not 
know’, looked and walked away from the interview in some cases, indicating they 
did not want to talk about the matter further. On the contrary, the children 
approached the topic of their faith with joy, jumping up and down on the spot 
exclaiming at things they recognised in Mirror, such as a mosque, talked over one 
another in such enthusiasm to speak, and spoke at length without stoppages in 
most interviews about their faith.
A key distinction must also be made, in that the corporeality of race was worked 
through in relation to friends at school whilst faith, importantly, was linked to 
place/s and these were always outside school; the home, the Madrasa, or 
children’s home countries. I argue the children felt that storying themselves 
through migration, through a Muslim identity and a national one, had an exchange 
value (Bourdieu, 1984) in the context of the interviews; such talk indicated 
children’s understanding of the power of possessing and knowing multiple 
literacies; most importantly faithed narratives, and ones of diaspora. Whilst 
undoubtedly both racialised and faithed narratives contributed to the children’s 
constructions of who they defined themselves as, and indeed who they defined 
themselves as not, the context in which the two aspects of identity work were 
discussed, mapped and played out differently, as we see here.
These data raise the potentially uncomfortable question of whether six year olds 
can be judged to use ‘racist’ discourse, or whether other explanations can be 
employed. The question is only uncomfortable, however, in the context of the 
ideologically framed idea that children are somehow marked apart as ‘innocent’ 
and blame-ffee. The finding that children do use racist discourses in power plays 
has already been addressed by John Davies et al. (2001). I, however, discuss 
comments generated in non-conflictual settings, embedded in the everyday 
context of talk about reading in school. In addition, the children draw on and 
deploy racist conventions of stigmatised associations of pollution, but these are 
inflected around their other social concerns, such as friendships in the classroom.
I present data which reveal the children’s actions, activities and relationships with 
those from “other” non-white ethnic backgrounds. The judgements they make of
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‘Others’ are moored in the physical attributes of different characters in the books 
we read, and different children in their class. Particular body parts, the hair, feet 
and the ‘bum’ take on symbolic significance, but it was skin colour which 
predominated in their talk. The intersectional positions taken up by the children 
are explored; it became clear that their narratives about race were also gendered.
There is evidence of children manipulating, subverting and shape shifting the 
contours of racialised discourses in the data discussed in the following sections. I 
argue that through this, children offer evidence of the investments (Hollway, 
2001) they make in'particular subject positions. We have seen evidence of other 
facets of these investments and identities in the preceding chapters- the identity of 
good or ‘poor’ readers, of cleverness and intelligence, and of who and what you 
wish to read about. The children’s interactions in the data indicate the play of 
agency, but simultaneously the constraints or restrictions they encounter are 
evident- there is both the space to act, and the restrictions on these actions 
imposed by the school and its structures and strictures.
The chapter also emphasises the key significance of friendship in the lives of the 
children researched, and in particular we gain an insight into how this plays out 
within the framework of the school. Friendship as a discourse has rules and 
implications for action and feeling, and how these intersect with racial and ethnic 
identities in a multi-ethnic school is a central issue. It is important to recognise the 
impact that the questions I asked may have exerted on the data. I asked 
specifically about friendship, although I did not ask about race directly. Race and 
friendship are the two important dimensions negotiated by the children in their 
discussions of multicultural illustrations in books with their classmates in data 
presented in this chapter.
I explore the interactions the children had, and how they both uphold and 
dismantle racialised discourses as part of the ‘border work’ (Davies, 2011, p.736) 
of their friendships within school. I consider what this can tell us about the 
discursive spaces of the school. The children make significant distinctions about 
the ways different ‘others’ smell, move and look. The children assess both others 
in their class and the characters they encounter in the books they read in the 
interviews through binaries o f ‘good’ or ‘bad’, ‘nice’ or ‘nasty’, ‘clean’ or ‘dirty’.
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Racialised others are positioned in the children’s talk as always in the subordinate 
location, but an additional feature is important, which is that they are also seen as 
‘bad’ so dark skins are judged as worthy of moral reproof from their perspectives. 
The final theme of this chapter reflects on the ways in which the children 
simultaneously destabilise race, as at the same time they construct it in their talk. 
The children show how fluid and precarious race is. Black was a category none of 
the children sought or accepted occupation of. This is vital and key to the 
argument I make in this chapter. Though I aimed to generate data about race, 
ethnicity and identity, the nature of what the children had to say made it complex 
and full of surprises. It was the ways in which everyday topics in children’s lives 
at school- such as their relating to and discussing friendship- were articulated in 
such different and diverse configurations which made them unexpected.
6.2 Theorising whiteness: Speech and silence about race
The data in this chapter indicate that it was rare for the older children in Year 6 to 
raise the topic of race, though their silences are also significant. It may be the case 
that by the time they reach eleven years of age in a multicultural London school, 
children have become aware of the enormous sensitivity of race as a topic, 
through their own peer group experiences as well as out of school, and among 
family. In other words they learn it is not appropriate to discuss race openly. I 
consider one negative case, with an example of race emerging in the conversation 
of the older children later in this chapter.
Race interleaves with gender; it is predominantly girls who spoke about skin 
colour in the data analysed here and the exceptions are noted clearly in the text. 
For the children in this research, the crucial aspect about whiteness is not its 
invisibility, as it is framed within the key texts on whiteness (McIntosh, 1988, 
hooks, 1992, Frankenberg, 1993, Dyer, 1997) but its visibility, as flagged up in 
chapter four. There is research which suggests whiteness is indeed unmarked and 
invisibilised but that for those who are marginalised by it, whiteness is highly 
palpable and visible (Watson and Scraton, 2001, Dwyer, 2000, Hartigan, 2008). 
The children introduce and discuss the desirability of whiteness as a central basis 
for friendship.
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The power structures which make whiteness “desirable” remain obscured in-the 
children’s conversations, but whiteness itself is foregrounded- it is used to talk 
about the colour of your own and other’s skin, and it is openly bestowed with 
moral and aesthetic value. Studies on whiteness such as Dyer (1997) Bonnett 
(1999) and Frankenberg, (1993) as well as Byrne (2006) point to the way that in 
people’s lives, the power of whiteness is articulated through absence; it is its un­
noticed, un-remarked hegemony which typifies the power of whiteness, rather 
than making an observable presence in the social world. This absence is made 
manifest, as the children point out representations, in ink and paper, of whiteness 
in the books we read, and talk it into ‘being’ rather than leaving whiteness as a 
silent aspect in their interactions with books. The children’s talk about whiteness 
interleaves with their talk about friendship in the findings in this chapter.
I use the concept of dominant or ‘popular folk conception^ of race’ 
(Ifekwunigwe, 1999, p. 12) as a way of framing what the children say about the 
racialised Other, and hence the ‘self. Such conceptions and narratives show how 
‘over time this symbolic attachment to perceived physical differences has wielded 
immense social and political power’ (Goldberg, 1993, and Malik, 1996, cited in 
Ifekwunigwe, 1999, p. 12). These popular conceptions centre upon the physical 
markers of external, visible bodily difference as core constituents of identity and 
of differences in identity. A key feature in such narratives, and in the children’s 
talk about race, is aspects of inconsistency. For example, such narratives figure 
“immigrants” or “Black people” in derogatory ways, while individual people or 
small groups can be perceived as “different” from this and therefore acceptable. 
This one-off accepted status is conferred upon individuals who are familiar to 
participants, or are friends. The narratives appear to have percolated through 
children’s worlds where we see friendship is an important part of the children’s 
lives at school, and how it acts as a mitigating factor for the negative symbolic 
power held by Black skin. '
In dominant folk narratives, and the children’s talk, it is when racialised others 
gain an identity which distinguishes them from a homogenous- and potentially 
overwhelming- mass of “otherness”, that they ‘pass’ as acceptable, or are 
permitted “within” the fold. The children mobilised race depending upon whom 
the perceived racial “difference” belonged to, and the context in which it was
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discussed. Whilst the children were vocal about the value of white skin in their 
narratives, there was only silence and absence about certain other physical 
features normatively associated with racial categorisations, which held symbolic 
value in dominant racist discourses, such as face or nose shape (Torres, 1999).
In terms of other markers of bodily difference, there was no discussion in the data 
of issues of height or body shape or size- tall or short, fat or thin. Some body 
parts, such as hair and skin, meanwhile, held symbolic value for the children. The 
children’s preoccupations were centred on making webs of meaning around skin 
colour. It was skin colour that they talked and talked about, in interview after 
interview. It is crucial to point out that skin colour was not something which I 
encountered in the children’s talk elsewhere in the school, gathered in my 
fieldnotes, or in their everyday interactions with one another in the classroom or 
playground. Nonetheless, as we looked at illustrations or photographs of Black 
children in the books, in particular when the children encountered The Cold Day, 
One Big Family and My Best Friend, and specifically when I asked whom they 
might choose to “be friends with” in the book, the issue of race arose.
6.3 Theorising whiteness: Purity, morality and whiteness
Douglas’s Purity and Danger (1966) discusses the concept of pollution in useful 
ways for understanding the findings in this chapter. Douglas emphasises how 
pollution is joined with morality- or rather immorality- to be unclean is to be 
impure. She was concerned with examining the issue of disgust and how, often 
that which is seen as disgusting is that which individuals and cultures deem to be 
‘matter out of place’ (p.78). Dirt is invested with importance, and part of its 
importance lies in its immorality. We saw how the position of “poor reader” was 
imbued with negative status in chapter five, and here, morality is mapped onto 
race. In chapters four and five, we saw the children’s use of categories as a way of 
organising the material world, in order to indicate what they were not. There are 
strong trajectories that are part of the ‘popular folk conceptions’ discussed by 
Ifekwunigwe (1999) which link white skin with cleanliness and goodness. The 
children are engaged in similar practices of constructing whiteness as goodness in 
the data in this chapter.
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Within discourses of the polluted and the clean are distinct stratifications. Douglas 
argues it is only ‘by exaggerating the difference between within and 
without... male and female, with and against, that a semblance of order is created’ 
(Douglas, 1966, p.4). These differences can take the form of gendered, raced or 
classed aspects. Douglas flags up the difference between people’s internal 
thoughts and feelings, the ‘within,’ which cannot be seen, and the ‘without-’ the 
external markers of a person. For example, where race is concerned, dominant 
folk concepts of race focus on the ‘outside’ or ‘outer’ carapace of an individual- 
the way different others look, rather than on their inner world- their psyche, 
thoughts, and feelings. Douglas suggests we make a link between what we think 
and feel- the inner world- and what we see and perceive through visual elements- 
in the case of race, this concerns physical features. It is external signifiers like 
skin colour or nose shape that creates divisions associated with disgust, or affinity 
and delight. Classifications of this sort of course link to Linnaeus’ (1767) 
remarkably pervasive scientific racism- in such discourses phenotype is equally 
salient.
Dyer’s work (1997) on whiteness is also a useful frame through which to view the 
findings in this chapter. Dyer discusses how whiteness is linked to cleanness, and 
how that cleanness stands as an absence: ‘to be white is to be expunged of all dirt, 
faecal or otherwise, from oneself: to look white is to look clean’ (Dyer, 1997, 
p.76). He goes on to argue that this is why white ‘has such a privileged place in 
relation to things which are kept close to the body- bedsheets and clothes and 
underclothes’ (Dyer, 1997, p.77) and, quoting Stacey, argues whiteness is ‘purity, 
cleanliness beauty and civilised culture’ (Stacey, cited in Dyer, 1997, p.78). It is 
this alignment of whiteness with beauty, superiority and civilisation which 
provides useful concepts for the data in this chapter.
6.4 Negotiating skin colour in the context of friendship.
The starting point of analysis in these data is to recognise that children of Middle 
Eastern, South Asian and African heritage were aware of differences between 
ethnically different characters in books, and made meanings from them through 
making whiteness visible. Non-white European children also mobilised racialised 
discourses. Whiteness remains the skin colour of the highest value in the
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children’s discourses, though skin colour is mobilised differently if done in the 
context of friendship. Other racial markers, as we see later in this chapter, are 
prejudicially mobilised, as indeed skin colour is, away from the context of 
friendship. Children saw friendships with Black others as unacceptable in some 
contexts, but they also saw “being” Black- inhabiting the subject position of 
“Black” as unacceptable. The data in the following section of the chapter are all 
from young girls’ viewpoints.
Kylie (Lithuanian/Russian, 6) was looking at an illustration of a Black girl in My 
Best Friend, who in the story wants to be friends with another Black child 
character. The story is about the theme of friendship, but the topic of friends more 
generally was raised frequently, both in interviews and participant observation:
Lexie: Do you think you would want to be friends with her [pointing to Tamika, 
the figure in the pink swimming costume\ that little girl?
Kylie: No. I won’t. I be friends with white people.
Lexie: Ok, why’s that?
Kylie: Because I like white people and they are not brown and I don’t like the 
colour brown.
jumps into the pool with Shanice.
Tamika is my best friend. She ju s t 
doesn 't know it yet
Kylie identifies brown as something she does not like, and white as something she 
does, and thereby aligns herself with whiteness. Other children collaborated to
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distance themselves from Black characters. In the following data Tina (Chinese, 
7) and Sanaa (Lebanese, 6) said:
Lexie: Would you be friends with Wilma? [See figure 2.4, chapter 4],
[Both together]: N oooooooo! *
Lexie: Why?
Sanaa: Because I love w- 
Tina [Interrupts]: -I like- 
[Both together] White skin.
These girls engaged in making whiteness visible and valuable. They embraced the 
idea of ‘white’ friends in their perspectives in the excerpt above. They speak in 
one voice, in harmony, which shows their togetherness, and their friendship, 
whilst simultaneously pushing away the category of Black.
Roxanne and Aliyah were speaking about whom they liked to play with as they 
looked at the ‘playgroup’ session, depicted in the swimming pool in My Best 
Friend (figure 1.6 above). We were discussing the games they themselves liked to 
play at playtime, and with whom. Their favourite activity in the playground, they 
told me, involving balancing on some wooden logs which were attached to the 
playground. This constituted ‘play(ing) balancing’. They discuss playing- or not- 
with two Black girls in their class:
Lexie: So who would you play that with?
Roxanne (Lebanese, 6): If Black people was doing balancing I wouldn’t play 
with them.
Aliyah (British Pakistani, 6): No. You’ll move away. But it doesn’t matter, she 
[Roxanne] is still Harriet’s friend.
Aliyah in the excerpt above suggests she would ‘move away’ from ‘Black people’ 
but that one individual Black child, Harriet, is Roxanne’s friend. The fluidity, but 
also the negativity of what Black means is evidenced, as the girls begin talking 
about a strategic- and very physical- move away from Black skin: ‘you’ll move 
away’ from it. When Harriet arises in the conversation, the fluidity of what 
‘Black’ is becomes highlighted. Aliyah says, however, it ‘doesn’t matter’ that she 
is Black, and the girls brush away the polluting aspects of Black and make an
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exception, as Harriet is Roxanne’s friend. The comparatively casual form the talk 
about Black skin takes is significant. The children’s dislike of Black skin or 
Blackness is not organised or systematic, it shape shifts according to context. It is 
also important to note that it is articulated from outside of ‘whitestream’ (Koemer 
and Abel, 2011) culture. In addition, the fluidity of racial boundaries is evident 
here. So too is it evident that practice is different to rhetoric. Skin colour refines 
the acceptable social sphere, but friendship cedes this and makes it shifting.
Rowley’s study (1998) concluded younger children were most likely to select 
friends of the same race as themselves. These data offer insights into why this 
might be. The children tell us they think a friend should be someone like you and 
that also means, through the visual signifier of skin colour, someone who ‘looks 
like’ your skin colour. The concept of ‘thresholds of tolerance’ (Blommaert and 
Verschueren, 1998, p.82) is of crucial significance here; the children do not 
comment upon, and will “tolerate” Black characters in the books they read, until 
the idea of being friends with them is raised. It is the idea of playing with a Black 
child and making a link that can be called friendship that opens up associations 
and feelings that cause the children to reposition themselves in relation to the 
Black characters, and move decisively away from them. It is therefore emotional 
and perhaps even physical proximity which is seen to be undesirable in 
conjunction with Black characters. The contradictions however are abundant for it 
is simultaneously through friendship that a Black child in the class is rendered 
acceptable despite her skin colour.
The fact there was only one negative case in these data confirmed the salience of 
the theme of skin colour, as it arose in fifteen out of sixteen interviews with 
children in Year 2. Only one child stated her wish for friendship with Black 
children in a book. Akoji responded positively to the book One Big Family set in 
rural Africa:
Lexie: Which children would you choose to be friends with in these other books,
Akoji?
Akoji (Saudi Arabian/Sudanese, 7): I think this one [picks up One Big Family]
cos it’s all about African villages.
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It is important that I reflect upon the potential for this question about selecting 
friends to elicit a racialised response. In the context of the story My Best Friend, 
friendship was topical; the story is about friendship, but not so in the other books. 
Given the controversial answers in the findings about" skin colour based on that 
book, and the eagerness with which the children approached the topic of 
friendship in their own lives, I then sought to open up the question of friendship 
more widely. Nonetheless, in data in chapter four, we saw how Akoji shied away 
from other multicultural books in reading club in a similar way to other children, 
suggesting that her responses were context specific, and malleable in relation to 
such books, and towards racial identity. Akoji sidesteps any discussion of 
friendship at all in her answer in the excerpt above and refers to a wider sense of 
national identity. She went on to talk about how ‘her country’ was in Africa, 
whilst looking at One Big Family, and how she would like to find out more about 
the village in the book:
Akoji (Saudi Arabian/Sudanese, 7): I would like to read this one because there 
would maybe villages in it like in my country, Sudan and I would like to find out 
more about them.
It seemed that a sense of mutuality and familiarity predisposed Akoji to this book, 
if not to other multicultural books. She frames the book as an object for learning 
and knowledge transfer. Nevertheless, other children who referred to places in 
Africa as ‘my country’ such as Lorren and Imran whose parents were from Sudan 
and Chad- respectively- did not have the same reaction to this book, and rejected 
it in the same way as the other children without African heritages. For example 
Imran said:
Imran (Chadian, 7): [Picks up One Big Family and starts to mumblingly read as 
he flicks through the pages].
Lexie: So who do you think you would be friends with, out o f  the children in this 
book or [pause] these other books [touching the pile o f  other books]1} [Pause] 
what do you think Imran?
Imran: Uh, uh. D on’t know. Uh Kipper [blond boy in Oxford Reading Tree, see 
figure 2.4 in chapter 4].
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And Lorren, in response to the same question:
Lorren (Sudanese, 7): I don’t like the children in this one- (hey are Black [One 
Big Family] think I would be friends with her [picks up The Cold Day, points to 
a character].
Lexie: That’s mum, so you think you would be friends with mum. :
Lorren: And give her a kiss!
Lorren responds affectively, suggesting she would kiss the mum in the story, and 
she rejects Blackness. Both she and Imran seemed disinterested in the idea of 
learning about or befriending the characters in One Big Family.
6.5 Boys and Blackness
The data above provide insight into young ethnic minority girls’ views on race 
and friendship, though we also gained a little information on what Imran, a boy in 
the same class felt about these matters. It is important to establish the viewpoint of 
other boys in the class. Malik and Emilio rejected the category of Black, but not 
that of brown, whereas most other boys did not speak about skin colour at all. 
Malik and Emilio read brown as something acceptable, through the realm of 
friendship:
Lexie: Would you be friends with him? [Wilf].
Malik (Iraqi, 6): [Laughing] No!
Lexie: Why not?
Emilio (Columbian, 6): [Also laughing now] H e’s Black!
Lexie: H e’s Black, oh. What would make you not want to be friends with him 
because he is Black?
[Long pause].
Lexie: What is it about him being Black that you wouldn’t want?
Malik: Don’t like him.
[Pause].
Emilio: But I am already friends with someone who is browns.
Malik: D on’t like him.
Lexie: Ah, do you not like Black people?
[Pause].
Emilio: But I am already friends with someone who is browns.
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Emilio refines skin colour categorisations- he makes distinctions between brown 
and Black. He has a brown friend; therefore brown is not ‘Blackened’ or distanced 
in the way Black is, through the redeeming factor of friendship. Hey (1997) 
argues that part of girls’ friendship formation is based on Othering, and excluding 
some is used to shore up girls’ own sense of togetherness and define who they 
‘are’ and their unity. It is a new finding that boys also engage in such othering 
processes as part of their friendship formations and that racial markers are 
employed in this. Brown is structured in these data in the context of friendship 
networks as acceptable: it is not as polluting as Black, and therefore can be 
tolerated. The boys negotiate their position around the characters in the book, and 
in deciding whom they would be friends with.
6.6 Other racial ‘markers’- moral evaluations- hair, mess and smell
In addition to their identification of the critical importance of skin colour, the 
children also marked out particular parts of the body as carrying important 
messages about ‘race’. The three key parts were the ‘bum’, the feet and the hair, 
all of which, on ethnic minority characters in books, the children judged ‘bad’ and 
rendered devalued in a range of ways. It was smelly feet and messy hair- arguably 
a matter of self-care and grooming, of taming and presenting the racialised body- 
that the children focused upon for disapproval. The visual rendition of the bottom 
generated disgust. Douglas’ ‘matter out of place’ (1966, p.78) is an apt description 
for how the children perceive seeing the ‘bum’ illustrated. One illustration in 
particular in the book The Cold Day evoked disgust:
"hey ployed in the waves.
D ad made them laugh.
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Samuel (Chinese, 7): Yuk {flicking through the book and settling on the illustration 
above].
[Samuel and Matthew descend into giggles].
Lexie: What makes you say ‘yuk’?
Matthew (Philippine, 7): Because they are African. They are dirty and weird [pointing at 
the two Black children in the picture].
The disgust conveyed by Samuel seemed related to matters of hygiene and 
propriety; the children depicted are deemed ‘dirty’ and ‘weird’. Weird might 
mean different, or ‘not like us’. McClintock (1995) argues that ‘hygiene was one 
of the earliest discourses to combine and condense class, race, gender and 
ethnicity’ (McClintock, cited in Skeggs, 2004, p.4). The boys link aspects of 
hygiene and contagion- sited specifically in the body- to race, and to place- 
Matthew suggests the children are ‘African’. The boys laugh together; it is not 
clear whether it was the utterance of disgust in and of itself, or the picture, which 
was funny to them. When viewed and considered outside of the context of 
friendship, “fixed” physical markers of racial otherness are seen in an inflexibly 
negative light in the children’s accounts in the data above, but also when 
discussed by other children in data presented in the following section. I start by 
considering the children’s treatment of hair.
6.7 “Different” hair
Work in the 1970s promoting Black culture and beauty, and slogans such as 
‘Black is beautiful’ promulgated by Martin Luther King in the 1960s are absent in 
these children’s conceptions of what is desirable. The children judged hair as a 
marker of race, of acceptability and of attractiveness. From my fieldnotes, I 
observed Lorren, who has Afro hair:
The children were making calendars with pictures o f  themselves on. Lorren was crying 
over hers. I asked what was wrong. T don’t like m y self  she said. I asked her why not, 
and she said ‘because I am ugly’. I asked her why she said she thought she was ugly, and 
she said: T don’t like my hair, I don’t like the way I look’. She drew circles with her 
finger to indicate the unruly curls all over her head in the photograph, and then touched 
her real hair, tugging a curl. I felt sorry for her in such distress, as tears slid down her 
nose (Fieldnotes, 2nd December 2010).
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Lorren had no counter narrative about her hair with which to comfort and console 
herself. The children read racial categorisations from hair. While reading The 
Cold Day, Ben and Shada negotiated friendship networks with those with darker 
skin in ways which are familiar in data we have already looked at in this chapter, 
but hair as a significant racial marker was also introduced:
Lexie: Who do you think you would want to be friends with here [in this picture,
figure 3.6 below]?
Shada (Lebanese, 7): N o [t] her [Wilma] [Pointing to Wilma, the character to the
right o f  the illustration facing the reader, directly behind the blond head. Shada
puts her finger on Wilma’s hair in the picture].
Lexie: No? How come?
Shada: Cos her skin colour.
Lexie: You don’t like her skin colour. What do you think Ben?
Ben (Moroccan, 7): Errr [pause].
Shada: And her hair, her hair.
Lexie: And her hair.
Ben: It’s like, some hairs are like boy [pointing at Wilma’s hair].
Fig. 3.6
First, Shada placed Blackness at a distance, like the other children when asked if 
they would be friends with the Black characters in books. Shada also identifies 
hair as a crucial signifier. Wilma was not seen as a desirable option for a friend 
because, Ben explains, Wilma’s hair is the sort of hair that belongs to a boy and
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that is neither respectable nor acceptable. It is also significant that we see a 
consensus between male and female participants in the excerpt above, again 
confirming that boys operate processes of Othering in friendships with girls, as 
well as other boys, like Malik and Emilio earlier. They also may be alert to what 
is appropriate for the other gender to do and to be and prepared at the age of six to 
police gender codes (Lees, 1989). Shada shares the axis Ben uses; Wilma has 
‘done’ girl’s hair wrongly, and so she cannot be Shada’s friend or gain Ben’s 
approval. She cannot be held close- emotionally or physically. Both children 
articulate that hair should be gendered along conventional lines where girls grow 
their hair long whilst boys’ is cut short. The two negotiate meaning about the hair 
they meet in the illustration. Skin colour is critical in registering Wilma’s negative 
status but her hair is also drawn into the judgement which distinguishes her 
difference and decides her unacceptability.
It was not the nature of the hair itself but rather the manner of dressing and 
presenting it which was critical to Lorren, in another interview. As she looked at 
the picture below, she said:
Lorren (Sudanese, 7): Euch [noise o f  disgust]. They are girls and they cut their
hair, don’t know H OW  that happens, euch! Errrrrr!
Lexie: I guess cos it’s very hot. What do you think about that?
Lorren: Euch I don’t like them [the children]. Ick!
Fig. 4.6
It is, of course, possible that if the children depicted had been white girls with 
short hair, they would also have been seen as unacceptable. The scandalised tone
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which Lorren uses is inevitably difficult to communicate in a written account. The 
short hair offends her sense of order; it contravenes her ‘threshold of tolerance’ 
(Blommaert and Verschueren, 1998, p. 82). What Lorren sees as acceptable is 
defined against what is unacceptable. The problem is that ‘they are girls and they 
cut their hair;’ there is, as Douglas identifies, an important marker indicating that 
something is ‘out of place’. Lorren believes girls Should have long, uncut hair. 
The fact she says she ‘does not know how this could happen’ implies that short, 
and therefore disgusting hair contravenes what is natural, and cannot be tolerated.
In All’s research (2003) some young boys were quick to reject images of 
celebrities such as ‘Scary Spice’ who wore their hair in Afros, and marked out 
dislike of its messiness through discussions of racial difference, aesthetics and 
style. All’s argument can be extended to the girls’ construction of their own 
femininity in my research; here they needed to show they approved of quite 
narrow codes of western styled and groomed hair in order to ‘do girl’ properly- to 
show they understood and conformed. Disapproval of some hairstyles also links to 
Weekes’ (1997) research with Black girls where certain markers of personal 
grooming were accorded very high value by participants. Groomed hair is about a 
particular sort of order. It is the antithesis to living in a non-modem, non­
industrial, non-urban setting. It indicates the wearer, or owner of the hair is living 
in a different way to that of Western late modernity, to which these children are 
accustomed, in London. Hair is an aesthetic signifier of acceptability (Kahn, 
2001). Renu disapproved of Wilma’s hair as it was ‘messy’ and she again drew on 
the category o f ‘so ugly’. Renu remarked:
Renu (Iraqi, 6): She is so ugly.
Lexie: Is Wilma a bit ugly, do you think?
Renu: Yes.
Lexie: What’s ugly about Wilma, can you tell me?
Renu: She has messy hair.
Styled hair is ‘good’, moral approval is given by the children to neatness, not 
mess. Lesley (Indian, 7) draws on notions of styled hair;
I like brown hair {pointing to Biff, the white girl in the pink swimming costume to
the back and the right in figure 3.6, this chapter]. Not hair like that [pointing at
Wilma’s] brown hair looks more [pause] styled.
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These data again correlate with Ali’s, (2003) where a child recounted a tale of a 
‘crazy man’ who wore a skirt and had messy, long hair in dreadlocks (All, 2003, 
p.51) which affronted the child’s sense of ‘the gender regime’ (Burgess, 1989, 
p.4). In addition though, the man’s dreadlocks were perceived as ‘messy’ when 
measured against Westernised norms and aesthetics of ordered or “managed” hair. 
‘Messy’ non-respectable hair relates to what Douglas (1966) calls ‘matter out of 
place;’ (Douglas 1966 p.78) like a giraffe in the supermarket, a clear symbol of 
behaviour or appearances out of place in ordinary life.
Skeggs (2004) suggests hygiene is linked to morality, since racialised others are 
classified as neither clean nor respectable, and she draws on Kahn (2001) to argue 
that racialised others are also marked with what Kahn refers to as ‘primitivism’ 
(p.67). The implication is that in order to be respectable, racialised others need to 
embrace the commodified, commercialised world, for example using Western 
grooming products such as hair straighteners (James, cited in Weekes, 1997, 
p.282) so that hair is “tamed”, not “wild”.
bell hooks takes the analysis a step further, pointing out that Black women 
straightened their hair as it was more swiftly styled and made “decent” and 
accepiabie wiihin me eyes of me self and die eoimiiuiiiiy, and fur the world of 
work (kept out of the eyes/food/tasks at hand) during epochs when Black women 
were particularly oppressed and over-worked. She asserts that although the 
context of such exploitation- slavery and segregation- no longer exists, 
straightened hair continues to be the ascendant way Afro hair is dressed (hooks, 
1993, p.85). Weekes’ (1997) study discusses how ‘specific visual signifiers such 
as hair texture and skin colour have come to symbolize the boundaries along 
which young Black women define Blackness’ (Weekes, 1997, p. 113). She also 
points out how these divisions are highly gendered. She argues ‘the signifiers of 
skin shade [and] hair texture and shape of lips...are reacted to in terms of their 
approximation to whiteness’ (p. 114). She suggests this is because whiteness is still 
perceived as the norm, and remains the ideal in dominant discourses on beauty. 
The children here appropriate and reproduce many elements of these dominant 
discourses.
159
6.8 Bums and feet
Children also implicated specific body parts in their discourses about race and 
morality in their talk about the books we read in interviews. The ‘bum’ was 
loaded with complex symbolism that was particularly powerful in its meanings. It 
is noteworthy that these comments were all made in relation to one picture in The 
Cold Day, figure 2.6 in this chapter, related to Samuel and Matthew’s comments 
shown previously. Lorren and Lesley expressed disgust about Wilma’s ‘bum’:
Lorren (Sudanese, 7): Errrrrrr! [jDôgMstoûfl Her bum’s out!
Lesley (Indian, 7): Because, because see her bottom [Wilma’s] and she shouldn’t
and because she’s a girl, and this [Biff’s] we can’t see the bottom but, it’s a boy
[in the water, Wilf] and this is a girl [Wilma, jumping in the waves].
For Lorren, too much flesh is being shown: ‘her bum’s out!’ I believe these two 
girls were so disgusted by the fact they perceived the girl characters’ ‘bum to be 
out’ because they judged her to be under-dressed. The visual representation of an 
under-dressed girl is particularly significant for Lorren and Lesley, two young 
Muslim girls, perhaps in a way that a written description of attire would not be, as 
dress is a specifically visual politics. As Muslim girls for whom Hijab would be 
the sartorial code of their futures, moral codes of dress were central to their 
subjectivities. Perhaps it is the angle from which the characters are presented, but 
Lorren, Lesley and other children did not comment on the bodies of the white 
characters in the picture, there was nothing noteworthy about their ‘bums’.
Lesley explains that the problem arises because she [Wilma] is a girl’ in the water, 
in a swimming costume that exposes her. There is also ‘a boy’ also wearing 
swimming trunks, but his attire has very different meanings. It is not so bad if a 
boy had ‘his bum out’ but girls decidedly should not. Wilma has affronted gender 
norms and codes about covering up, and therefore evokes disgust, but this is also 
racialised- it is as much that Wilma’s is a Black bottom which makes it disgusting 
and out of place, indicated in the following data:
Malik (Iraqi, 6): They [pointing at Wilf and Wilma in figure 2.6\ don’t look nice.
Lexie: No? What’s not nice, can you tell me? What’s not nice that you can see?
Malik: The whole body.
Lexie: The whole body? Can you describe, tell me what you don’t like?
160
Malik: [Grinning, a giggle barely kept out o f  his voice} The bumbum 
[pronounced ‘bombom with fake African Caribbean accentlaid on}.
Malik identifies the body as the location for his dislike of the Black child in the 
illustration: ‘they don’t look nice’. When he is questioned further he selects the 
‘bum’ as the core issue. Malik’s later comment ‘bumbum’, and his tone evoked a 
style of R’n’B/hiphop dance, ‘whining’, performed by African American rap 
artists such as Beyonce (involving gyrating the hips and bottom). Valentine and 
Sporton’s (2009) Somali child respondents positioned Black identity as 
Caribbean. Mimicking a Caribbean accent is only a momentary trace of Malik’s 
awareness and appropriation of Caribbean Blackness as an available subject 
position which he picks up, but puts down again almost immediately. There is 
something more afoot here, however, about the ‘bum’ as a sexualised and 
excretory part of the body, (Bakhtin, 1984) which the children perceive should be 
covered up. A moral judgement is being made: ‘they [the children in the 
illustration] don’t look nice’. Malik positions this dislike in ‘the whole body’- his 
dislike remains fixed in the corporeal, his disapproval of the display of the body is 
clear.
6.9 Feet
Feet were also loaded with significant symbolism. Malik (Iraqi, 6) goes on to 
further distance himself from Wilma, and explain his dislike for her, as:
She has smelly feet.
Malik’s only information about Wilma relates to the picture he can see of her in 
the book, and the information about her in the text, which is scarce; we only know 
she went to the beach with some other children. His comment draws upon 
discourses that vilify the Black body and link it with dirt and odours (McClintock, 
1995, Dyer, 1997). Malik seeks to position and regulate the Black body, and 
perhaps particularly the female Black body, as different from his own, and as 
producing substances and odours that elicit disgust. Dyer suggests: ‘non-white 
people are associated in various ways with dirt that comes out of the body, notably 
in repeated racist perception that they smell’ (Dyer, 1997, p. 75). Once again the 
moral worth of the Black body is drawn into question: it is polluting and not 
‘clean’ as clean feet are not ‘smelly’. The Black body here is also made visceral.
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or sensual; the children’s comments focus on what can be sensed through sight 
and smell. This fits again into a focus in dominant folk narratives upon the 
corporeality of Blackness, and indeed its sensuousness (Morrison, 1979, 
Mohanram, 1999, Bayly, 2004).
In the data presented so far in this chapter, children are seen using and mobilising 
views and discourses which begin from observations of racially based differences, 
and in particular those framed by phenotype. They draw upon discourses of 
scientific racism/classification. They go on to identify a range of ‘discreditable 
identities’ (Plummer, 1975, p.3) which derive from skin colour, hair appearance 
and stigmatised body parts. I now consider data which indicate that other ways of 
making meaning out of skin colour were discernible.
6.10 Discontinuities and destabilisations- the tenuous and constructed nature 
of race
The children render race unstable, through use of narratives that contain 
discontinuities in the context of friendship. In the excerpt below, we see an 
interaction between Zoe (Lebanese, 7) and Harriet (Eritrean, 7) who were very 
close friends in class. I had frequently observed the girls choosing to sit together, 
work together, and play together outside in the playground. These details aim to 
provide a context in which their comments were made; the context of friendship.
Their discussion frames the ways in which children in these data produced
discourses about skin colour and navigate subtle differences in gradations of 
pigment, investing them with profound meaning. Harriet and Zoe read Mirror. We 
talked about the market (figure 3.7 in chapter seven):
Lexie: What can you see in the picture?
Zoe: Some people are light brown like that [shows the outside o f  her 
own arm\ but a bit white.
Harriet: Just like this [shows the inside o f her arm].
Zoe: [Speaking o f  other children in the class'] Akoji’s a bit more, Amir’s 
brown, really brown and Black like that, but there’s no brown, this skin 
[pointing at her own arm] is good, some people have it in my country.
. Lexie: What do you mean it’s good?
Zoe: It’s good for me going to Lebanon.
Harriet: No, you sa-
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Zoe: [Interrupting] I meant.
Harriet: For Syr-
Zoe: [Interrupting] No, I meant, errrr, in my countries, Lebanon and 
Syria they have this skin, but not like Black skin, or something.
Harriet: I am not Black [her tone o f  voice is on the brink o f  laughter, 
dismissive].
Zoe: You are brown.
Harriet: Yeah, I’m not Black.
Zoe: Yeah you are getting whiter. You are getting white.
Lexie: What do you mean ‘she is getting white’?
Zoe: She is getting a bit white, she is getting like my colour, she hates
brown she likes white.
Zoe starts from meticulous and accurate observation of the picture, and her own 
body. She discusses how in one body, skin colour can be unfixed- she identifies 
the difference in colour on the inside and outside of her arm. She makes whiteness 
highly visible, and also contingent, as she performs a “change of colour” from the 
skin on the inside of her arm, to that on the outside. Harriet shows she, too is not 
‘one’ unified colour, rather her arm embodies two subtly different pigments- and 
that, as much as subjectivity can be fluid, changeful and unstable, so can race and 
racialised categories. Harriet then rejects Black as a category and an identity for 
herself in her self-positioning: ‘I am not Black’. Harriet is classified by the 
school’s records as ‘Black’ and her mother described: ‘my daughter and I’ as 
‘Black’ when I interviewed her.
It is important to understand the meanings of such self-positioning. One vantage 
point for understanding is to look at how what Harriet says comes to frame what 
appears to be a denial. This potential denial is an important part of attempts to 
make sense of data which complicate our ‘given’ understandings of predominant 
racial categories, while at the same time showing the instability we know to be at 
the core of such racial categories. Seshadri-Cmoks argues denying Blackness 
holds out both an ‘enjoyment’ in collapsing the self into whiteness, and at the 
same time is ‘horrific as it implies an annihilation of difference...’ (Seshadri- 
Crooks, 2000, p.8). Nonetheless, we must be careful to note that there is nothing 
in these data to suggest Harriet sees herself as ‘Black’; at no point does she own 
this identification. Zoe agrees with Harriet’s not-Blackness.
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Harriet’s telling us what she is ‘not’ links her with the children in Fordham’s 
research who, like Harriet, were African-Caribbean high achievers at school. 
These children- and they were mostly girls- in order to do well and ‘get on’ at 
school created the conditions for their own ‘Racelessness’ (Fordham, 1996). I 
would like to flag up the fact that Zoe identifies herself as white. In the ‘popular 
imaginary,’ however, her Lebanese/Arab status may count as ‘not quite white 
enough’ (Wray, 2006, Frankenberg, 1993). Both girls’ comments suggest that in 
the space of the school, and the context of their friendship. Blackness is a 
devalued racial category. It is something t o ‘other’, not t o ‘be’.
Harriet does not deny she has Black skin- but that she “is” Black- and it is 
possible that a fundamental distinction is being made in her mind. Valentine and 
Sporton point out that the ‘ability to enact some identities or realities rather than 
others is highly contingent on the power laden spaces in and through which our 
experiences are lived’ (Valentine and Sporton, 2009, p.748). There is space for 
Harriet within her relationship with Zoe to shift and manoeuvre the power in such 
a way that her status becomes something animated- (Ahmed, 1998) she is ‘getting 
whiter’; rather than‘being’ a fixed colour.
These data raise some fundamentally significant issues about skin colour and its 
key role as a denoter of ‘race’ for these children, and in turn the perspectives and 
understandings the children mobilise. Value is attached to skin colour; Black is 
equated with ‘the thing not to be’ while brown occupies a space that Zoe says 
Harriet ’hates.’ Meanwhile white is ‘good’. Blackness and brownness are 
unwanted by Harriet, and friendship is used to help disassociate the self from 
both. It is important to recognise that these data were produced in a particular 
setting- in social interaction between two children who are good friends and a 
white interviewer who they had at this point known for almost a whole year. The 
significance and the visibility of my whiteness should not be overlooked. Later in 
the interview they touched my bare forearm whilst referring to ‘white’ and ‘good’ 
skin like mine, which made me quite uncomfortable.
My skin was used frankly, a further referent on a spectrum of phenotype. This 
analysis is framed by what we know about friendship, and its importance to 
children, and the ways it is configured amongst girls (Clarricoates, 1980, Reay,
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2001, George, 2007). It may be that these data tell us once again about the critical 
significance that friendship has to girls and the way it operates as an entire life 
support system for them (George, 2007) as well as how Othering is used as a 
process to draw girls together (Hey, 1997).
Sabeen talked of the significant experience of friendship in relation to My Best 
Friend, which she had chosen to read. Speaking of her own experience of falling 
out with a friend, and about the necessity of having friends, she said poignantly:
Sabeen (Bangladeshi, 6): I f  you don’t have one [a friend] it’ s going to
be like you are fainting or dying.
Sabeen talked about the life support which friendship could provide in physical 
terms- losing a friend felt like being without enough oxygen: ‘like you are 
fainting’ or sufficient strength to stand up in the world. Friendships mediate the 
experiences of being accepted- or not- within the social world of the school for 
girls and safety and identity are built upon it (Nilan, 1991). Friendship for boys, 
previous studies argue, is more frequently based on activity- for example in 
Connolly’s research (1998) an index to popularity was who was “allowed” by the 
hegemonic boys to play football. This was linked to perceived skill with the ball 
rather than personal qualities such as being ‘nice’ or ‘fair’- qualities highlighted as 
key for girls in my data. The conflict between Harriet’s status as a friend, who you 
hold close, and her appearance in society as Black- and therefore something to 
distance yourself from in a racialised society- is manipulated by Zoe in a range of 
complex ways. We know about, and have recognition of what as a girl you have to 
do to perform friendship and therefore ‘do girl’ (McRobbie, 1978, Davies, 1989, 
Walkerdine and Lucey, 2001, Renold, 2005). Zoe offers social and emotional 
backing and support for Harriet’s rejection of the category Black and distance 
from brown- I suggest out of the demands of friendship. My data support.this 
well-established analysis.
The data indicate the children handling two contradictory discourses: one relating 
to stigma and race, the other to friendship. The excerpt from Zoe and Harriet may 
also indicate their partial understandings of biological narratives of race and skin 
colour, in that they see skin colour as changeable, but they have also enacted the 
very instability of race in a physical form, by showing the backs and fronts of
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their own arms to display how race can be fixed but also different in one physical 
form. In the following data, further tensions are established, where race continues 
to be articulated as shifting and changeful.
6.11 Destabilising racial categories
A cyclical set of hermeneutics was established, as the children worked with 
Blackness and rendered it an unstable and unfixed category. I have already 
presented data where Zoe tells Harriet:
Yeah you are getting whiter. You are getting white.
Leyla in the excerpt below, also plays with concepts of Blackness and friendship, 
rendering Black an unstable category so race is made mobile and fluid, her 
‘friend’ too is “getting whiter,” and in so doing does not have to be treated as an 
ambivalent ‘dark skinned other’. In seeking to explain herself, physical exertion 
was evident, she panted:
Leyla (Algerian, 7): Cos, in the TV - 1 watch people my friend Lorren- like my 
friend Lorren- is [pause] like Akoji [pause] a bit Black, but she is changing to 
white.
Lexie: How is she changing to white?
Leyla: Because when people finish to be really white, [raising her hand 
increments higher in the air each time like going up through layers'] they change 
to be a bit Black, and then a bit Black and then white, that’s what they happens.
Lexie: Do you think that can happen?
Leyla: No! Because Akoji is [pause] bla- [pause] is [pants] is because maybe she 
was. really Black and then she turns to brown, and then she is turning to be 
[pause] cos I saw her, a bit o f  her skin white, that is why I think she is changing, 
like me [jabs her arm with her finger, below her rolled up sleeve].
Lexie: Could be [pause] would that be a good thing, or a bad thing, or would it 
not matter, what do you think? If she did change?
Leyla: If she did change like me it would be a nice colour [reaches both forearms 
out in front o f  her, and examines them, she turns from one to the other, 
grinning\ .
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Aware that Lorren and Akoji have some of the polluting agent ‘Black,’ Leyla uses 
the affordance that they are ‘changing to white’- she disavows their Blackness. 
She seeks to unmark her friends, to make them ‘pass’ as white. Her navigation of 
colour gains power as she says ‘I saw her’ change. Leyla’s idea that people can 
‘get whiter’ also connotes a sunbed in reverse- where white skin becomes darker: 
‘open to be remade and transformed through the ritual of suntan’ (Ahmed, 1997, 
p.52). Ahmed argues a tan is an: ‘acceptable mask “because it can be taken off’ 
unlike stained and un-pliable Black skin’ (Ahmed, 1997, p.58-59). Skin colour 
can, of course ‘get whiter’ after a suntan fades, with time out of the sun: ‘while 
the skin may be a hegemonic indicator of the ‘ ’truth” of a subject, it gets tanned 
and it reforms itself (Ahmed, 1998, p. 115).
The children use their own creativity to make Black skin have more flexible 
meanings. They suggest Black skin can be made and unmade, and that it has the 
capacity to shift, both in the speaking about it, but also in reality on the bodies of 
others. Skin colour is made flexible through the use of narratives of fantasy, and 
within a creative space which is legitimated in childhood narratives, for example 
transformative fairytales such as Cinderella. Using fantasy narratives allows for 
flexibility; the fixity of race is not yet in place as an idea but also the children are 
drawing upon the tensions and slippages within dominant narratives on race that 
they use. Nonetheless, in the children’s destabilisations of the category Black, 
their moral ordering prevails even within these destabilisations. It may also be that 
it is because of these destabilisations- the children may use them for their own 
ends, to make some Other and some Tike us’. I argue that such creativity is 
evidence of childhood agency. The children resist adult norms about the fixity of 
phenotype and instead draw upon narratives from childhood where through the 
use of imagination, people can ‘change colour’. Leyla maps white, a ‘good’ 
category onto her class friends, through their perceived ability to change colour. 
In  the following data, we see a negative case with the use of racialised language in 
the older children’s talk. The mobility and instability of race is evident again in 
what is said, and once again their own bodies are used to enact racial difference, 
as it entwines with discourses of gender, and masculinities in particular.
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6.12 Year 6, race an d ‘being not quite white enough’
It is important to note that I did record data that indicated specific anti-racist 
perspectives with the Year 6 children, or more specifically one Year 6 child, 
Salman. The fluidity of race, and the visibilisation and power of whiteness emerge 
in these children’s accounts too. The following conversation was part of 
participant observation during a maths lesson. The context for these comments 
was important. Miss Berg had invoked racial and ethnic difference, by asking the 
children to join in making a “human pie chart” where they stood in groups of the 
same nationality, for example all the children from Bangladesh together, and then 
the class calculated what portion of the pie chart this group, and others 
represented. The conversation took place after formal teaching had finished, when 
the children were sitting at their tables working independently colouring in the pie 
chart. The “human pie chart” created much shouting, enthusiasm, declarations of 
national pride and humour amongst the children. The following data seem to be 
about race, but the interactions between the children are intersected with 
discourses of ‘hegemonic masculine status’ (Connell, 1995, p.5) running like 
currents between the boys:
The class were colouring in their pie charts. Jamall (Kurdish, 10) turned round to Salman 
(Bangladeshi, 11), sitting on the table behind him, and told him he was going to colour 
the piece o f  the pie chart in for Bangladesh brown. Tahira (Bangladeshi, 11), who was 
sitting next to him, wrinkling her forehead into a frown and leaning further over her work, 
sounding genuinely displeased, said ‘that is not funny’. Turning round to Salman again, 
swivelling on his chair, Jamall said to Salman: ‘you are brown’. Very promptly Salman 
shot back: ‘that is racist’. Then, rubbing his own arm, where the sleeve was pulled up in 
the warm classroom, Salman said: T am not brown, look I am white enough’. Jamall, 
seeing he had irritated Salman, shot back: ‘you are brown, you are too dark you are...I am 
whiter’. He turned over his hand to show both sides a creamy white. The sparring went 
on, back and forth, Salman saying T am white,’ while Jamall, in a sing song taunt said: 
‘no- yo-u- are-n’t ‘. I moved onto the table behind, where Salman and five others were 
sitting, including George (white British, 11) and Hakim (Iraqi, 11). George had coloured 
his segment o f  the pie a peach colour. He showed me it proudly, telling me the peach was 
‘like my skin’ and as he then continued to colour, he sang under his breath ‘Eng-ger land 
Enger-land Enger-land’. Hakim leant across the table and abruptly snapped: ‘yeah but 
you lost the world cup,’ and laughed (Fieldnotes, 16th September 2010).
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There are several different discourses running through this excerpt of 
conversation, some which replay themes in the younger children’s talk about skin 
colour, some which are variations on the theme. Jamall’s suggestion that he will 
use brown to represent Bangladesh is met with a response of displeasure from 
Tahira- she says that is ‘not funny’; not to be laughed at, mocked or derided: her 
‘country’ is Bangladesh, indicating brown is to her a colour loaded with value- 
judgements that place it, and therefore her, negatively. Jamall invokes the skin 
colour of his classmate: ‘you are brown’. Unlike the younger children, Salman 
allocates this comment as morally “bad”- and he labels it ‘racist’ and therefore 
not-sayable. This comment marks a fissure, a resistance to an unproblematic 
running together of whiteness and goodness. Paradoxically, Salman retreats from 
a moral high ground where it is “wrong” to degrade brown skin, and in a 
contradictory turn, seeks to deny occupying the subject position of brown. He, like 
Harriet earlier, tries to wash off the Blackening stain of otherness: ‘I am not 
brown, look I am white enough’. He knows white has high value in the classroom, 
and therefore seeks to gain hegemonic status, by owning that category and 
Blackening Jamall: ‘you are too dark you are’, so though he has the tools to 
verbally parry and also name racism, at the same time Salman does not- or cannot- 
emotionally resist the negative implications associated with owning dark skin, 
when his own subjectivity is involved.
Salman continues to seek to inhabit the unblemished category of white, whilst 
simultaneously making whiteness visible. Jamall in turn taunts Salman that he 
does not occupy that category, due to the pigment of his skin: ‘no you aren’t 
[white].’ The ensuing interchange between George, who affiliates the colour 
peach with his own skin, and Hakim, who attempts to deflate George’s white- 
centric moment of national pride with a reminder that England Tost the world 
cup’ shows the way in which these conversations about race are entangled and 
embedded in shifting discourses of masculinity (Connell, 1995, Hearn, 2004). 
George, by how he identifies himself as ‘peach’, places himself outside or in fact 
‘above’ the debate of ‘not quite white enough’ whilst Hakim presents a further 
level of distance, making a wry observation about football which places him 
outside of everything- the national and ethnic identifications and disidentifications 
used by the others in this interchange.
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Initially in the excerpt above, Salman positions himself as more aware of social 
desirability and discourses of justice and racial equality when he talks about skin 
colour than other children. In the face of masculine verbal repartee, however, such 
ideas crumple, and the position of white as a desirable identity is rebuilt by 
Salman and Jamall through ‘gendered looking’ (Ali, 2003, p.78) at the skin colour 
of one another’s arms. Jamall assesses Salman as not white enough, so Salman 
fights to suggest he is, indeed white enough to be seen as white within the 
meanings made in the classroom about skin colour. In this brief interchange, ideas 
about the moral ordering of skin colour surface in the older children’s talk, as do 
those about disgust and Blackening of the other, but they jostle with anti-racist 
discourse too.
6.13 Black and white trajectories
In order to gain insight into what motivates the children to see Blackening as 
negative, framing Blackness within an historical trajectory is useful:
Following the period of slavery and conquest, whiteness became the basis 
of racialised privilege.. .it operates to provide the basis for allocating 
societal benefits both private and public. (Harris, 1993, p. 1717).
Black, in a binary with white is symbolic of low status. Said discusses how 
binaries were set up as part of colonial discourses as a way of legitimating power 
between Orientalism and Occidentalism, (1978) where lighter skin denoted higher 
status. Plasa argues ‘colonialism is not over just because it stopped; it is still a 
lived reality for many citizens’ (Plasa, 1998, p.7). Just as feminist critics such as 
Chodorow (1989) argue that language itself is masculinised, and is instrumental in 
constructing gender inequalities, so Bauman and Briggs (1990) argue that the 
English language is racialised to create hierarchies of value along the lines of skin 
colour and body elements in everyday use. Daley notes, of white skin (before the 
1900s...pale bodies were symbolic of leisure time and a measure of distance from 
[the] working classes’ (Daley, cited in Johnston, 2005 p. 112). In spite of suntans 
being a ‘gendered leisure practice’ for white people (Johnston, 2005, p. 110), 
lightness of tone remains desirable as: ‘tanned colour is clean colour and is hence 
immediately distinguished from the infectability of being Black’ (Ahmed, 1998, 
p.58). The children exhibit these social values in their interactions with the visual
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images in the books we looked at in interviews, but also in their talk about one 
another.
6.14 Children and racism
There has been much debate in the literature about children’s capacity to be racist 
(Van Ausdale and Feagin, 2001, Connolly, 1995, Brettingham, 2008). The data 
presented in this chapter raise questions about children and racism, in particular 
the extent to which these children can be seen to be ‘racist’. I argue this is limited 
in two key ways. The first links directly to their non-white status; they articulate 
negative feelings towards racialised others, but this does not hold the same 
violence and power as when such language is used by white power holders, for 
example if it were Nick Griffin, head of the BNP (British National Party) 
speaking. These children retain a marginalised position as non-white themselves. 
They reach for popular folk narratives in part, ! would argue, because they realise 
the value a white identity holds within such discourses. Brettingham, in her article 
‘Can a 4 year old be racist?’ refers to racism as a ‘toxic term’ and argues for the 
‘need to educate children about the seriousness of the issue’ (Brettingham, 2008, 
p.5) irrespective of their ethnic group, acknowledging that inter-racial conflict is 
increasingly common in British multicultural schools, as well as in wider society.
The other aspect of the children’s marginalised identities is their “child-ness”; this 
too positions them as less powerful. The children are neither white nor adult. This 
is neither to sentimentalise nor patronise children, but rather to clearly define the 
power of racism as a separate sphere from the agentic talk and actions of young 
non-white children. Therefore within those same dominant discursive practices 
that the children draw on, they cannot occupy a hegemonic position, and so it 
follows cannot be ‘racist-’ if racism is about discrimination against others, and 
requires discourses of power to back it up. The children, however, can and do 
resist positioning as marginalised, and manage their positioning carefully. They 
are also engaged in processes of categorisation. This is not to say these children 
have no power over others, and there is evidence that they control and police one 
another.
Lane (2008) argues that children as young as three can be racist, though she 
acknowledges what Brettingham calls the ‘antagonism of the word’ and the need
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to deal with it with ‘common sense’ (Lane, cited in Brettingham, p. 4, 2008). 
Conversely Hart underplays comments made by children, arguing that ‘if you 
draw attention to [racist comments] they brood over comments otherwise 
shrugged off (Hart, cited in Brettingham, 2008, p.6). The children in the data in 
this chapter have shown themselves to be racially literate, in the sense that they 
have read off from dominant folk narratives the order of racial hierarchy, 
subordinating Black individuals and placing higher value on white skin. They are 
acutely aware of the value accorded to racial others, and they speak- if they do not 
act- in relation to such understandings. They use agency to resist and remake 
racial categories and use the resources of childhood, fantasy, imagination and play 
to accomplish the creation of their own subjectivities.
Race itself- within academia at least- has become a contentious concept. As 
discussed in chapter one, theorists argue we live in a post- race world, though it is 
also acknowledged by those such as St Louis (2011) that this is ‘blue sky 
thinking’ and that race remains a lived reality, with discourses of power, and the 
potential to hurt in its everyday hierarchies and categorisations. Song (2011) and 
Ali (2003) discuss ‘new ethnicities’ within a post-race ideology. They also 
indicate how older, less fluid forms of identity retain power and hold in the social 
world. For example they argue there is a lack of appropriate language with which 
to discuss mixedness, but also the “untidiness” of ethnic identities, which cannot, 
in ordinary life, be categorised simply. This is something which the children in the 
data discussed in this chapter engage with as they negotiate race and friendship, 
and which holds potential for challenging dominant folk narratives.
6.15 Conclusion
What is a clear finding from these data is that very young ethnic minority children 
have an acute awareness of racial differences between people, and that they use 
this knowledge, and manoeuvre within it in complex ways to articulate friendship, 
create moral orders, and position themselves within their peer culture. Racial 
categories, however, are mobilised in diverse ways in the children’s narratives, 
and they are neither stable nor constant. Children’s awareness of Black as a 
stigmatized category supports Van Ausdale and Feagin’s research (2001) which 
argues developmental psychology is wrong about children not having a sense of
172
racial difference until they are at least nine or ten, (Aboud and Levy, 2000, 
Allport, 1954/1979) instead they are aware of it at a much younger age.
The markers of race that the children used were those that predominate in racial 
hierarchies in dominant folk narratives in the UK; skin colour, and other physical 
attributes such as smell and hair and specific body parts, most especially the 
‘bum’. The children, when reading the books, demarcated skin colour, hair and 
body features as the most significant markers of what is white and what is Black 
and what is ‘good’ and what is ‘bad’. Morality and phenotype are run together in 
their narratives about the books we read, and the books once more provided a 
clear frame through which to view that which preoccupied the children in their 
lives at school and as readers. Nonetheless, it is through their discussions of visual 
artefacts- the illustrations in the book- that the children employed these narratives. 
It was the visual nature of the illustrations that prompted a response which was 
based upon the visual, and physical aspects of race- such as phenotype- in the 
representations of the children in the books we read.
The children fragmented and reshaped given normative assumptions and given 
knowledges about race. This was done under the pressure of establishing and 
maintaining friendship networks, but in the context of reading the books I used as 
‘trigger materials’ (Troyna and Carrington, 1989, p.8). In their discussions of skin 
colour, the children disrupted biological and dominant folk concepts of race to 
talk about how people can change colour. It is important however to recognise 
crucially that white people did not get ‘Blacker,’ only Black people ‘got whiter’ 
and that there were moral implications attached to both whiteness and Blackness.
The issue of skin colour is pertinent to the research question because picturebooks 
privilege the visual images of people and things. The question of who ‘someone 
like me’ is becomes centred on physical appearance, when the ‘trigger material’ 
(Troyna and Carrington, 1990, p.8) is an illustration. Race is fused with physical 
markers of difference. The ways in which the children read off skin colour from 
picturebooks and fused it with what they knew from a multiethnic classroom is 
critical in understanding how they construct their identities from the books they 
learn to read with. The ways that the material in the books interact with and
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‘colour’ what they know from home and what they know about the social world in 
which they find themselves is a further important matter.
The subjective, reforming agendas of authors and publishers in representing a 
range of ethnicities have been subverted by these ethnic minority children who 
mobilised the “multi-ethnic” depictions of people as a way of “Blackening” the 
other- making it undesirable, creating distance from it-both describing it as ‘bad’ 
and creating it as bad in their talk. The illustrations were also used to cite racial 
difference in the skin and bodies of others, indicating the ways in which the 
children used the books we read as a springboard for bringing their own 
preoccupations into their readings. The children navigate a complex web of 
significances in order to distance, mediate and moderate different “others,” like 
chess pieces on a board, playing strategically and skilfully in order to get closer to 
white, further from Black and move fluidly in between, and maintain and repair 
their critically important friendship networks at the same time.
It was in the context of friendship and its pressures that the children sought to 
deny and manipulate some of their social understandings of the implications of 
skin colour and race, whilst reading picturebooks. Choosing friends is one of the 
few margins for children to exercise their agency within the firm grids of time and 
rules created by the institution of school, and the classroom as a space. The choice 
of friends however, is also mediated through the intersectionalities of gender, race 
and background, if not expressly class. Race and friendship, in some complex and 
uncertain ways was connected to, related to and intersected with gender (Skeggs 
1997). The children linked external markers of race with ideas about disgust, 
respectability and femininity.
I argue the vertical stratifications of the school: academic hierarchies, age groups, 
and distinctions between adults/children, inflect the nature of the children’s 
interactions and friendships with one another and are borne out in their talk about 
the books we read in interviews. Such hierarchies and stratifications both 
constitute, but are also constituted by the ways in which the children categorise 
different others in their talk. We have seen one aspect of the way in which ethnic 
minority children articulate their experiences of reading picturebooks at school in 
this chapter. There is strong evidence that if given the space and the
174
encouragement of an interested researcher to do so, they are competent to reflect 
upon and discuss their opinions of their social worlds both within and outside of 
school (Hallett and Prout, 2003). The data provide an insight into how 
picturebooks contribute to children’s understandings about racialised others, and 
implications for their own identity formation and negotiation of their selves-as- 
readers.
In chapter seven, the focus shifts to that of children’s ethnic minority status. The 
analysis centres on the way socially ‘given’ ethnic identity interleaves with 
migrant narratives, as we learn about the children’s lives at home, and how multi­
placed their sense of home often is, as they raise issues of trans-national identities 
when we read books together. The children use picturebooks as a springboard for 
discussions of their own subjectivities and alliances with place, people and 
religion. A sense of the interplay of agency and the children’s worlds of both 
home and school interweave in their narratives about self, reading and ‘my 
country’. Picturebooks once more are evidenced as powerful sites for children to 
enact narratives about their lives, as well as harnessing the motif of moral orders 
recurring in their talk about books.
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7 A politics of identity: narratives of migration, place and faith 
7.1. Introduction
This final data chapter presents data which illustrate the children’s interests and 
concerns about family, national, and religious identity generated in response to the 
picturebooks I provided as 'trigger materials’ (Troyna and Carrington, 1989, p. 8). 
The ways in which the children read not only their own but also their families’ placed, 
faithed, gendered, and ethnicised minority identities into, and off from multicultural 
picturebooks is central. In this chapter, I focus particularly on the Muslim children’s 
narratives where faith, place and politics are strongly imbricated. Data generated by 
children from other backgrounds are indicated clearly in the text. Data on the topic of 
what the children called ‘my country’ recurs often in the excerpts presented in this 
chapter. The topic was surprising, in the sense that broad, potent themes about place 
and belonging emerged when the children spoke of ‘my country’ in response to the 
books. Baker’s book Mirror was the most stimulating resource on this unanticipated 
topic. I argue that this book provoked children to mobilise narratives not only about 
‘my country,’ as they called it, but also about “who I am” and their multiple identities 
at school, and outside. Data considered in this chapter were generated with both age 
groups of children, though talk about faith and Arabic school attendance were much 
more common in data generated with younger children.
The children, especially the Muslim children, talked of faith, and faith entwined and 
was cemented in their talk about ethnicity, identity and belonging. The children story 
themselves through these narratives. The children wished to discuss religion with each 
other during their interviews, competing about what knowledges they had, and 
sharing things excitedly. They referred directly to their own lived experiences, and 
articulated a range of preoccupations which I argue hold important implications for 
identity and selfhood, for the play of agency and for our understandings of the school 
experiences of such children.
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Arizpe, in her work on immigrant children reading wordless picturebooks argued 
‘picturebooks bring their [children’s] personal experiences to their meaning making’ 
(Arizpe, 2009, p.4) which also reflects how the children in this research made 
meaning o f Mirror. Some of the children articulated negative comments about the 
characters in the Moroccan family in the book. I argue the absence of authorial 
narrative- the wordlessness- in Mirror allowed room for the children’s preoccupations 
and narratives to emerge and be voiced in a way that they were not in a book with 
story text. Reader response theory (Rosenblatt, 1938/1990) suggests that unless 
readers can contextualise what they find in books they read within their own life 
experience, and make an emotional connection to them- rather than only a cognitive 
one- reading will lack meaning for them (Karolides, 1997). The children’s responses 
\o Mirror were strongly rooted in the emotional terrain. The physical landscapes and 
detailed scenes of non-Western settings too provided powerful provocation for talk 
about the children’s multi-placed sense of “home” explored in this chapter. We gain 
an evocative sense of their perspectives of what counts as ‘home’. Much research into 
children and. migration positions children as what Thome et al frame as ‘luggage’ 
because ‘their own narratives about their lives are absent’ (Thome et. al, 2001, p.572) 
and they are simply carried along, silent in the stream. In the children’s accounts in 
this chapter, they engage with and ‘know’ home spaces both in London and 
elsewhere.
This chapter links with aims of the thesis in considering the ways in which ethnic 
minority children construct their identities and subjectivities as readers, using the ~ 
artefact of the picturebook. We gain an evocative sense of their perspectives on what 
counts as ‘home’. It is important to point out that the books I chose which had 
intended uniting, unifying and multicultural aims, were entirely overlooked and even 
dismissed by the children. The children’s talk presented in this chapter indicates the 
ability of very young children to engage agentically with their own family narratives, 
and to give voice to their experiences, thus meeting the broader goals of the research.
The children’s talk about home can be viewed through a lens of diaspora studies. Brah 
(1996) writes about diaspora in terms of movement and mobility, but she also argues
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diaspora offers a significant space: a between-ness that locates an important element 
of identity for individuals. She writes too of ‘diasporic spaces’ where some have 
moved, but others have chosen to stay. The children discussed such spaces frequently. 
Concepts of diaspora are important for enframing the children’s talk about what they 
referred to as ‘my country’. Brah, Bhabha (1994) and other postcolonial critics have 
discussed land, location and identity and its implications for a postcolonial landscape. 
The ways in which people, memory, place and practices enmesh are significant to the 
children’s accounts of themselves in this research, and the meanings they make of 
Mirror too.
Religion and national identity are entangled in the children’s accounts, because books 
occasioned the narratives the children tell about both. Faith and place are interlinked 
in the politics of identity which the children articulate, shape and reshape. More than 
this, however, is the way that home, religion, and national identity are part of a 
politics of the visual for many of the children. Gupta and Ferguson (1997) argue a 
visual sense of belonging to space, culture and faith is important for diasporic peoples 
‘as part of a wider set of social and spatial relations’ (p.7) for the identities of 
individuals. This meant that place was not the only way of locating the self that was 
employed. Other visual symbols were important too. The majority of the children in 
this research were Muslim, and for them a discussion of faith often involved talking 
about Hijab; the practice of covering the hair, the presence of an article of clothing; 
the absence of visible signs of hair and face- very much a politics of the visual, 
articulated through symbol. We might ask what the visible means in faith, and what 
place it has in the politics the children employ. The presence and absence of seen 
body parts has been significant in different cultures. This has been researched by 
anthropologists such as Lawal (1985) who looked at the importance of covering the 
head in Yoruba culture; how hair is linked with sexuality in Turkish culture, and 
therefore is seen to be important to cover (Delaney, 1994) there and in other Muslim 
communities, and the ‘techniques of the body’ such as differences in how the body is 
covered-or not- during swimming and sleeping in a range of societies (Mauss, 1973, 
R 71).
We have seen the ways in which the children story the self through words and actions 
in the previous chapters. Here they also talk about how the self can be storied through
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visible signifiers such as dress. The presence of talk about the absence of hair creates 
an interplay between what can be seen and what cannot, through the children’s 
narratives about faith. I argue that the nature of the symbolism of faith, but Muslim 
faith in particular here is visual- which indeed in terms of dress is partly about what is 
in-visible, and the duality involved in this is discussed by the children. Picturebooks 
privilege the visual, and necessarily contain images. Given that Mirror contains 
images of Muslim prayer, and women in Niqab and Hijab, it is not surprising that the 
aspects of the visual in faith is a theme which runs through the following data. It 
became clear that faith literacy is a realm of literacy distinct and separate from school 
literacy in the children’s worlds. It is involved with understanding ritual, knowing and 
reciting prayers and songs, and also reading the holy book- for most the Qu’ran. This 
literacy is not recognised by school, it is not present on school assessment and 
curriculum maps. The stories they tell about religious practices, and objects invested 
with religious significance form evidence of the children’s complex understandings 
and competencies with these religious narratives.
7.2 Memories of ‘place’
The children speak evocatively of their own experiences and memories of place. All’s 
research (2003) is once again useful in relation to these data. Her respondents 
articulated home in similar ways to the children at Three Chimneys. Both see home as 
multiple and multi-locational. All’s respondents also told well-rehearsed stories of 
family and genealogy. The additional element in my data, which develops themes in 
All’s work, is the faithed- linked to religion- aspects of the narratives the children tell. 
Religion is associated very strongly with place for the children in this study. The 
children understood the market scene illustration in Mirror (see figure 3.7 in this 
chapter) to be an Arab place, and those who peopled it to be Muslim. This and other 
illustrations acted as a springboard for children’s talk about belief and religious 
identity. They spoke of mosques in London, but also of mosques in their home 
countries while looking at the Moroccan side of Mirror. The blank canvas of rocky 
countryside in Mirror translated into a multiplicity of “real” places in the children’s 
talk. The location illustrated in the book was Sudan, Lebanon, Egypt, Syria and 
Bangladesh in the children’s accounts.
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I understand that it was the evocation of an/other Arabic place, through Arabic text in 
the book, which led to talk about faith, since such conversations did not emerge in 
talk about other books, in class, or in the playground. The" discussion of ‘haram’ or the 
forbidden toward the end of this chapter weaves through a motif from the rest of the 
data of purity and pollution. As the children talk about ‘haram’ in this chapter, the 
idea of pollution is joined with religious belief. The children use the discourse of 
‘haram’ as a way of policing each other’s speech and actions. What is ‘haram’ and 
what is not forms part of the moral orders of their lives, and is fundamental to the 
story they tell about themselves and to themselves and to each other. The children’s 
‘border work’ (Davies, 2009) is evident- they reinforce who they are by controlling 
their bodies; what they will and will not eat, do, say and wear is linked directly with 
religious identity, and also with the complexity of what counts as home. What the 
children read as an ‘Arabic’ locale in the book opened an affective nexus to home, 
belief and family for many. Mirror provided a platform for discussions of belonging.
7 .3 ‘My country’: definitions
The sheer frequency with which the phrase ‘my country’ was uttered whilst I was in 
the field- both in interviews and in conversations between the children- warranted 
further exploration. It suggests that for the children this was an important concept. It 
is useful to gain a sense of what the children understood ‘my country’ to mean 
initially:
Sabeen (Bangladeshi, 6): Bangladesh is my country because my mum was bom  there. That’s
what makes it your country.
Sabeen clearly indicates that it is your mother’s birthplace that makes a location your 
‘country’; it. is through the maternal line that you inherit the belonging, and also 
possession of ‘my’ country. Akoji then spoke of different places that she hailed from, 
and belonged to, which encompassed both ‘here’ and ‘away’:
Akoji (Saudi Arabian/Sudanese, 7): Lexie, I come from three countries.
Lexie: What’s your three countries that you come from?
Akoji: Saudi Arabia, Sudan and England. My dad is from Saudi Arabia, my mum from Sudan,
I was bom in England.
Akoji’s sense of home was multiple, but she had within that multiplicity a distinct 
sense of belonging to England. The children’s oral histories conveyed a
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transgenerational sense of belonging; what was their parents’ was also theirs to story. 
This multi locational sense of home was stable and clear for Sabeen and Akoji. It was 
through family association and heritage that the connection of the self to place was 
made. Brah argues that a ‘multi-placedness of home in the diasporic imaginary does 
not mean that diasporian subjectivity is rootless’ (Brah, 1996, p. 198).
As Sabeen only talked about Bangladesh being her mother’s birthplace, I was unclear 
about whether she was bom outside the UK and sometime later migrated here, or was 
bom here. Imran spoke of Chad as his country, and how it resembled the landscape of 
Mirror. I sought to clarify what ‘my country’ meant to him. Just before the excerpt 
below, he spoke o f ‘my country’:
Lexie: So were you bom in Chad?
Imran (Chadian, 6): N o [sounds affronted\ bom in England.
Lexie: So you have just visited there [Chad].
Imran: Yeah but my home country is Chad.
Imran articulated a link with his ‘home country’ and he asserted the emotional 
importance of this fact to his sense of self. He was however, clearly offended when I 
suggested he was bom in Chad. In spite of the children’s strong allegiances to their 
individual counties, like Imran they identified at the same time with London, as they 
were clear that London was where they were bom and where they lived. It may also 
indicate that even very young children are aware of the derogatory and potentially 
dangerous implications of not being bom in the UK. This contradictory notion of what 
Imran considers to be his country is useful in framing other stories he fells about 
himself and his family, which I discuss in this chapter. In subsequent conversations 
with Sabeen, she told me she too was bom in England.
The children objected to and rejected the category of Black skin in a range of complex 
ways in chapters four and six. They nevertheless embraced and articulated national 
identity or ‘my country’ as a core refrain in their accounts of their own identities in 
this chapter. Bhabha discusses how, for diaspora:
imaginative geographies that spanned countries and empires are changing, 
those imagined communities that played on the unisonant boundaries of the 
nation are singing with different voices (Bhabha, 1994, p. 169)
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and Three Chimneys’ children offer examples of that difference, and those changes.
Imran, in the excerpt above, however, discussed returning to, rather than proceeding 
from Chad. It is a place with which he has a “long distance relationship.” . It may be 
that for these children, emotional and geographic distance is not the same thing. Brah 
asks: ‘when does a location become a home? What is the difference between ‘feeling 
at home’ and staking a claim to a place as one’s own?’(1996, cited in Ali, 2003, p. 
123). These questions are relevant to the children in this study such as Imran too. 
Their talk is about Brah’s notion of ‘staking a claim to a place’ (Brah, 1996). 
Nonetheless, Brah argues that ‘notions of diaspora [have] associations with 
displacement and dislocationality, and this means that the experience of location can 
easily dissolve out of focus’ (Brah, 1996, p. 180). Imran’s sense of home is trans­
national and non-linear, and is perhaps about racial, ethnic and faithed belonging 
rather than a pragmatic description of the streets of a city or four walls of a house 
(Ali, 2003).
Where migration has been part of their family narrative “where you are from” is 
important for these children, mostly bom in the UK, and this has implications for 
identity and subjectivity. The children’s racial otherness is imbricated in narratives of 
being from ‘elsewhere’. Perhaps they feel the need in the face of dominant discourses 
about their country of location to describe or explain their visible difference. Issues of 
migration as well as racial affiliation were critically important to these children, as 
they were to those in Ali’s study. In order to locate themselves, the children often 
reached for national identity, to narrate a particular subjectivity.
7.4 Narratives of migration from ‘my country’
For many children the story of family migration took meaning for them specifically 
through that; it was story rather than lived experience. This is not to suggest such 
stories lacked potency, or impact. Angelica, however, had experienced migration first 
hand. She left Kabul with her family when she was younger. Volatility and danger are 
almost but not quite absent in her remembrances as she talks of people’s daily 
practices. We were looking at the illustration below, which provoked a memory for 
her:
Angelica (Afghani, 11): Mmm, that reminds me o f  Afghanistan.
Lexie: What is it about it that reminds you o f  Afghanistan?
Angelica: Um, because you know most people, they dig a hole in the ground, they make a fire 
and then they cook their bread on it.
Lexie: Ah wow!
Angelica: Mostly it’s in those little cliffs, and there are houses like that [points at the houses]. 
Lexie: Yes.
Angelica: For some poor people, but there are some real houses in, um the capital. Yeah, 
that’s what reminds me.
Lexie: And do the buildings look a bit like that?
Angelica: Um, no actually, there are some buildings that are normal, like our buildings, in the 
capital, Kabul, but in some parts o f  Afghanistan where there are lots o f  war they actually live- 
they have to move to other places, to like keep safe.
Angelica paints a picture of life in Afghanistan through a locally specific way of 
cooking bread, by digging a hole. She also articulates a poverty of a sort which is 
more absolute than that found in London; people live in caves. She differentiates this 
rural poverty from people who live in the city in ‘real houses’; she later talked about 
how the people who lived in the caves were the poorest, too poor to seek or afford 
alternative dwellings.
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It is also important that I reflect on my reaction to what she was saying. The ‘wow’ I 
uttered was not intended as patronising to her as a child- nor to the practices she spoke 
of, and from the course of the conversation, not perceived to be so; rather I was utterly 
surprised that this illustration recalled such potent memories, and that it linked so 
clearly to a time and a place very far from the school library where we sat, and my 
understandings chimed with those in the British public consciousness, filtered through 
the news, not the everyday one she described. It is significant that although she was 
not bom in the UK, Angelica refers to buildings in London as ‘normal’ and ‘ours’, 
posed against the caves and desert terrain depicted in the book. Whether Angelica has 
adopted a western aesthetic, or assumed that talking to me I would find such buildings 
‘normal’, and would have this frame of reference is equally plausible. Angelica 
articulates stories of internal migration due to war ‘they have to move to other places, 
to like keep safe’.
Immediately after this, Shada discussed why she lived in England, not ‘her country,’ 
Lebanon, through imagery of dangerous threats there:
Shada (Lebanese, 7): Few people went there {pointing at the houses in the picture, figure 1.7] 
in Lebanon, they’re bad.
Lexie: They’re- what sorry?
Shada: They’re bad.
Lexie: Why are they bad?
Shada: They um, few times they kill the people, in Lebanon,
Lexie: Really?
Shada: So that is why I live in that [this] country [pause] because they want to take Lebanon’s 
place, because it is a really nice place, and they ju st...a  few times they, there’s fire in 
Lebanon.
Shada had a sense of different rival groups vying for soil and territory; she combined 
pride about her country with recognition that there are people in it who are ‘bad,’ they 
wanted her country as ‘it is a really nice place’ but one which is nonetheless in a bad 
predicament at present. She holds the contradictions as part of her knowledge about 
h e r‘place’. Later in the transcript she told me:
Shada: Lexie in Lebanon there’s no buildings, as if  there’s big buildings where people work, 
few o f  the baddies will knock them down.
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Shada’s perception and vocalization of the armed conflict in Lebanon is clear. The 
threat is to people’s lives, buildings and daily life- people cannot go to work for fear 
of the building being burned down. This dramatic picture encircles her family’s 
departure from Lebanon, and her story.
Other children too focused on the Trouble’ in their ‘countries’. Abdi’s talk was about 
the lawlessness of Somalia, his country, and the political instability there which meant 
his family had to migrate. Looking at the illustration of the desert (figure 1.7, above) 
initiated these comments. He voiced a sense of loss at not knowing his country. 
Despite the fact he had never been there, Abdi had a clear conception and 
identification with Somalia:
Abdi (Somali, 6): In my country they used to use errr, camels, they used to, and now it’s gone 
dirty and err the camels are dead and they need to use horses.
Lexie: They need to use horses, yeah. Do camels not like the dirt then?
Abdi: N o- because there’s bad people that kill people in my country who don’t have no 
money, they don’t have no food, they don’t have no house, or mums or dads, they’re [mums 
and dads are] dead.
Lexie: Was that cos there was a war there?
Abdi: [Nods\.
Lexie: Yeah? Cos then there’s lots o f  dangerous things that happen [pause] afterwards [pause] 
yeah.
Abdi: And now my country is empty because they ran away the people from my country cos 
it’s too dangerous.
Lexie: It’s too dangerous. Hmmm. Have you been to visit there?
Abdi [Shakes his head to say ‘n o’ while looking down at the floor hanging his head, he has 
slumpedforward and looks defeated].
Lexie: No? Maybe someday it won’t be so dangerous and you’ll be able to [said very gently 
and quietly]. •
Abdi [Looking up, nods his head slowly].
Lexie: Have you been to visit Bangladesh [to Nawaz]!
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Nawaz (Bangladeshi, 10): Yeah, I went there, summertimes.
Lexie: Yeah [turning to Abdi] yeah hopefully it’ll be less dangerous sometime.
Abdi creates a painful impression of Somalia, of people without material or emotional 
resources: no food, money, houses, or parents, and we learn how he feels about it 
through how he deploys the body. ‘It’s gone dirty’ meant things were in symbolic 
ruin, which I misunderstood as actual dirt, such as dust or mud. Abdi says ‘now my 
country is empty’, of anything good- it is spiritually empty. Somalia is too full of risk: 
‘it is too dangerous’ for him to visit. Again, it is important I reflect on my reactions 
during this conversation. Abdi’s words, tone and body language indicated that the 
prospect of not being able to visit his country was very sad. I sought to be sensitive, 
by reflecting softly the hope that he may, like the other children in his school, visit his 
country. He is separated from his country, by armed conflict and disorder. This is in 
direct contrast to the relationship many of the children like Nawaz, have to ‘ ’’going 
home” .. .returning to that firm position which we know.. .where we feel safe’ (Heller, 
cited in Morley, 2000, p.24). Abdi has positioned home as the opposite; Somalia is 
dangerous, and I offer a consoling narrative. There is a tension between Heller’s 
concept of ‘what we know’ which can be, like in Abdi’s account, a dangerous, 
destroyed place, and a sense of ‘home,’ which is ‘safe’ and familiar. Somalia 
nonetheless remains a fixed point, or a firm place which is desired and missed.
The stories other children told had a different focus. Florence spoke of her family’s 
migration in terms of goals of employment, which has often been the key reason for 
Bangladeshi families and individuals’ migration to the UK (Gardner, 1995). Florence 
told me her family were from Bangladesh, and there was a complicated web, where 
grandparents came over first and then her parents to join them, one by one, and they 
worked in the catering industry in the 1990s. As part of this narrative she told me how 
the family had lived in different houses, and she ended the story with her current full 
address and postcode. For her, a sense of home was affiliated with address, and 
locality. She said that there was someone who had died in their previous home, and 
that her family believed there was a ghost at the end of the garden. She told me that 
her father worked away during the week in Maidstone as a chef and came home at the 
weekends, and her mum cleaned and looked after the children. As Claire Alexander et 
al argue, for Bangladeshi immigrants: ‘the tradition of travel for work within the UK
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is...an important feature’ (Alexander et. al, 2010, p. 10) of their migrant experience. 
Florence incorporated both a world of djinns in houses, and one at the same time 
rooted in pragmatics of supporting a family in her narrative. It wound together quite 
different discourses of the supernatural, against modem desires for employment and 
‘getting on’ in the world, reflecting perhaps the complexities of the emotional as well 
as the geographical move and the remaining presence of haunting memories of 
‘home’.
7.5 ‘Visits’ home- Holiday stories
For some children, visiting their country was possible, and they experienced this 
through ‘the visit’ (Valentine and Sporton, 2009, p. 755). Narratives of ‘my country’ 
were inextricably tied up with those of travel, usually by aeroplane. The plane on the 
Australian side of Mirror prompted Tamvia to speak about this:
Tamvia (Bangladeshi, 7): [Excited] I’m going to go there [to Bangladesh] in [with] all o f  my 
cousins. We are all going on the same plane.
2 7
For Tamvia the ‘visit’ to Bangladesh was an exciting family occasion. Thome et al. 
argue ‘transportation technologies make it easier to stay connected to homelands and 
to keep open the possibility of return’ (2001, p.572). This trip, however, was not 
concerned with permanent return for Tamvia, but enjoying the journey with her 
cousins and the experience of extended family. ‘The visit’ then forms contact and 
lasting links with a diasporic space. The children sought to tell a ‘good’ story of their 
visits, which often meant telling of something exciting or dramatic, or difficult. 
An/other locality afforded different opportunities for how to spend time. The ‘visit’ 
incorporated leisure practices, which played a more central role there than at school or 
in London.
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For Kylie, the ‘visit’ entailed an opportunity for greater independence when she 
visited her country, Russia. She had a strong sense of a multi-placed home; she knew 
and had spent time in both Russia and England, and selected a point about Russia 
which linked it with freedom aiid enjoyment. While looking at the illustration of the 
airport in Mirror:
Kylie (Lithuanian/Russian, 7): Like I am so excited when I go and see Russia I am so excited 
because I can go to the shops by myself.
Kylie’s sense of ‘my country’ is bound up with this relative freedom, and how she 
experiences the urban, capital city space of London by contrast. Relative freedom 
related to space and roaming is a common theme in research on migration (King et al, 
2009, Rumbaut, 1994, Thome et al. 2001). Fausto-Sterling, (2000) focuses on how the 
body influences our experiences. Children’s diminutive size constrains their arenas of 
agency through adult and socially constructed discourses of safety, and the practical 
realities of taking children on public transport or out in busy London. Kylie’s 
‘littleness’ then is directly linked with her relationship to a geographical place: where 
her family live in Russia is safe enough for Kylie to experience it differently, on her 
own within certain conditions such as a walk to the shops. Russia is exciting because 
it affords her opportunities of freedom and a more grown up status demonstrated by 
what she can do- shopping alone- and perhaps spending her own money.
Imran creates a connection and comparison between his London home and that in 
Chad in the excerpt below. He talks about different practices with regard to 
slaughtering animals in his country, framed through a story of when a goat belonging 
to the family nearly escaped. He also speaks about relative costs in Chad. Economics 
and animal welfare practices gel to make a strong vignette of visual impressions. The 
market illustration in the book (figure 3.7 in this chapter), with ‘sheeps’ roaming free, 
elicited this response:
Imran (Chadian, 6): They kill sheeps, and once, once we were, we had two sheeps, we killed 
one-
Lexie: Yeah, in Chad is this?
Imran: Yeah, and we left the white one, yeah, and, once, the white one runned away, and we 
were just- my dad and all his friends hadda catch it, and if  they’d have a catched it. And they
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needed it as they needed to get more food, and the thing’s not expensive in our country, i f  you  
like a new TV you just get one money.
Lexie: I f  you, so it doesn’t cost very much? To get a ne w TV?
Imran: Yeah, just gived them one money, and that’s it. We used to pay-1 used to pay-1 used 
to get lots o f  sweets.
Lexie: Did you?
Imran: Yeah.
Lexie: Were they cheaper than here?
Imran: Yeah.
Imran boasted about how he was allowed a ‘lot of sweets’ because they were cheaper 
in Chad, and it was only necessary to have ‘one money’- one coin to purchase them. 
He is aware London by comparison is an expensive and regulated place to live, so that 
it is difficult to come by goods such as cheap TVs. Antin, back in 1912, herself a 
migrant, discussed how ‘what the child thinks and feels is a reflection of the hopes, 
desires and purposes of the parents who brought him overseas’ (Antin, cited in 
Rumbaut, 1994, p.748). Though this approach erases the agency and imagination of 
the child, Imran does echo adult perspectives and concerns in his discussions about 
relative costs, within his sphere of social competence- TVs and sweets and family 
concerns about budgets.
7.6 Hard times
Many of the children’s lived experiences of their home country were not storied 
through positive memories. The children in Valentine and Sporton’s research (2009) 
saw what was intended to be a ‘homecoming... [as disturbing and frightening;] many 
were shocked by poverty and struggled to adjust to heat, food, sanitation and the 
lifestyle’ (p.744). These themes were echoed in my research. There was little direct 
reference to poverty, but certainly some of what the children encountered was found 
to be difficult by them. For Akoji, that which was difficult was sited in the body, in a 
physical reaction to bites. She ‘read’ her own experiences of ‘her country’ into the 
pictures of Morocco in Mirror. It was the heat and discomfort of the unfamiliar 
insects that preoccupied her:
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Akoji (Saudi Arabian/Sudanese, 7): When I went there [Sudan] I got lots o f  bum ps on my 
forehead [runs her hand across her forehead, frowning],
Lexie: Is that from bites?
Akoji: Mosquito bites.
Akoji seemed to be reliving the memory of the bites as we talked; her expression 
conveyed a memory of something she felt disgusted by: they were remembered as 
unpleasant and itchy. Gardner and Mand’s (2012) Bangladeshi participants who 
returned to Bangladesh from London articulated similar experiences: ‘insect bites, 
boils and the hot, humid weather were constantly mentioned’ (Gardner and Mand, 
2012, p.978). Imran spoke of different standards in sanitation, and how he became ill 
from drinking the water in Chad. This seemed not to have been prompted by anything 
in the book directly, Imran simply launched into this story, but he signalled his 
‘distance’ moving his hands away from the book as he spoke:
Imran (Chadian, 6): I used to vomit, in my country....
Lexie: [Siwprised] You used to vomit in your country? Why was that?
Imran: [Inaudible] In England.
Lexie: What made you be sick do you think?
Amir: W ell we were drinking water and it was dirty for ages and when I runned I vomit, in the 
day.
Lexie: So was it the water in Chad do you think that made you sick?
Imran: Yes.
Lexie: Oh dear.
Imran: And then my mum panics.
Imran’s recall is of disturbance to health and wellbeing. The fact that Imran selects 
memories based on the fact he ‘used to vomit’ and that ‘it was dirty for ages’ suggests 
that the experience of physical sickness from the dirty water was not a single instance, 
but rather a continued challenge for his family while in Chad. He relives the scenario: 
T runned, I vomit’ and how his mother reacted: ‘and then my mum panics’. As a 
foreigner and a child, Imran is perceived as vulnerable to drinking dirty water, and 
begins to perceive himself as ‘at risk’ and in contradiction ‘not at home’ there.
For Molly it was the details of the appearance of ‘home’ that were telling about her 
country, Kosovo. Iron fretwork on the Moroccan side of Mirror evoked Kosovo:
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M olly (Kosovan, 11): We have those [pointing at the fretwork] to keep people out. Because in 
[Kosovo] some o f  the streets, like all dirty, some o f  the houses are cracked and stuff.
The houses were broken, perhaps due to lack of upkeep, or left unoccupied from 
shooting and shelling. She later said she preferred how London looked, and to live in 
London. She saw the cracks and dirt as unappealing, and not somewhere which 
represented a welcoming ‘home’.
The children, when talking about homes in different places articulate ambivalent 
feelings- pleasure, displacement, fondness and difficulty when what is supposed to be 
‘home’ is experienced instead as a place which is different, and difficult to adjust to. 
The experience of living in London was not explored or discussed in the data, 
however, and as the children did not at any point reject this part of their lives, this 
suggests they kept both homes alive in their imaginations. Having more than one 
home informed and allowed comparisons to be made between places the children 
knew well. Nonetheless, the children suggest that London is not their ‘real’ home, 
rather these ‘other’ places are home, and the two have differing roles. Though the 
children have been developing stories and telling them through all previous data, the 
particular stories in the data presented in this chapter so far form part of the story of 
how they ‘got here’ and who they ‘are’. They are using those stories of origins and 
migrations as an important way of storying themselves, and this storying makes the 
interviews a ‘literacy event’ (Street, 1984), p. 121) of sorts, performed by the 
children. In the next section I look at another form of literacy practice, and another 
type of ‘literacy event-’ (Street, 1984, p. 121) the telling of oral stories in the home. 
These are stories which children are told by family as their legacy of ‘home’ rather 
than the stories children themselves tell.
7.7 Orality and home
Oral narratives were not only something used to speak of memories and experiences 
in ‘my country’. Storytelling was also a live and dynamic interactive practice, located 
specifically in the space of the home. Storytelling was enacted for children’s 
entertainment, and with their collaboration, drawn from a stock of traditional tales. 
Oral stories were something mothers talked about in the interviews I conducted with 
them, but the children did not. The oral stories in question were being told in Arabic. 
Telling stories out loud at school has a firm place in the primary Speaking and
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Listening curriculum (PNS, 2006) and in the incoming Draft Curriculum (2013). As 
far as I am aware, Three Chimneys does not know about these home-based oral 
literacy practices, and teachers there saw the children’s home experiences of literacy 
as scarce and inadequate. On my very first day in the school:
Miss West asked the children to put their hands up to identify which o f  them had a bedtime 
story read to them the night before. Two put their hands up. In genuine surprise she said ‘only 
two!?” And asked how many had been read a bedtime story this weeL The count was five this 
time. She said, shaking her head in disappointment over the children’s heads to me: ‘well that 
explains a lot then, doesn’t it?!’ After the session she recounted tales o f  how no one read to 
these children and how their learning was neglected at home (Fieldnotes, 7th September, 
2010).
There was no option offered in this show of hands for the children to indicate that 
they had been told a story, or that that story was shared not at bedtime but at another 
time of the day. I must recognise that I did not consider this option myself, and 
recorded in my fieldnotes that day how I felt ‘quite sad’ that none of the children had 
been read to, and I too opted into the Eurocentric ideal of the children’s bedtime story. 
I did not ask the Year 6 teacher about oral stories being told at home, which stands in 
retrospect as a flaw in the research.
Two mothers I interviewed, Shameem (Lebanese) and Alaila (Moroccan), talked 
about oral storytelling in the context of bedtime stories. Shameem and I had discussed 
her children’s reading habits during the interview. We moved on to the topic of when 
and what her children read at home, and she told me about reading library books after 
school:
Shameem: Yeah, we go to the library, and then my kids read straight after school.
Lexie: M ostly straight after school?
Shameem: Always then, unless there is homework.
Lexie: I think, sometimes it is seen as a really English thing to read children bedtime stories, 
but then I don’t know if  there are- i f  there is anything particularly better about reading, in 
another way, I don’t know, do you do that with your ch-
Shameem: [Interrupting] I did notice that it is an English thing, because, um, at our time, or in 
my country it is more o f  a verbal-
Lexie: Yeah like oral stories.
Shameem. It was more in the olden days, when the children sit down and their grandmother 
tells them a story, and you know, makes it up as she goes along. I am not sure about that now, 
because I think they expect pictures, but at the same time I have tried telling my son stories to 
copy the old version, he finds it really interesting...because he gets to choose to tell me what 
he wants me to tell him about. The characters have adventures my son him self would be 
scared of, so he sort o f  gets to be brave. Reading from a book then in comparison to this is 
more restricted.
We see a mother juggling with competing discourses about stories and literacies; 
Shameem initially suggests that oral storytelling would not be acceptable to children 
today as there are ‘no pictures’. She has nonetheless ‘tried’ storytelling and found it 
engaged her young son. She then re-asserts its precious nature. Shameem locates 
herself- she arrived in the UK from Lebanon as a teenager- she draws on a tradition 
from her own heritage where women swirl into view from the grey veils of the past 
and hand on stories. Shameem identifies aspects that keep the storytelling traditions a 
living thread. It seems to be the wish fulfilment aspects- the story opens spaces for the 
child to have exciting adventures in a safe space of storytelling which make it endure. 
She also suggests the practice has an emotional function- to play out psychosocial and 
psychoanalytical fears in children’s lives through narratives (Bettelheim, 1976, Zipes, 
1986, Bacchilega, 1997) which are appealing to the child. The characters do things 
my son himself (aged four) would be scared o f . The child recognises the story 
comes from home.’ Some of its intense value is drawn from its identity with multi­
placed senses of home’ already discussed in this chapter. The stories come from 
another place ..and time- the olden days’. Shameem finally weighs the discourse of 
oral stories as worthy. Reading a book is restricted by its very materiality, by its fixity 
in text with authorial narrative. It is inevitably less versatile, less personal and less 
private than the contingent, dynamic oral story. Yet is has no place, no presence, no 
weight and no value in the literacy practices valued most in the English primary 
school.
Alaila, the mother of Zora in Year 6, and another child in Reception, also spoke to me 
about storytelling practices, as part of a cultural tradition brought from Morocco, her 
mother’s home country. The experience was closely linked with family and home for 
her:
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M y mum used to basically sit us down, and just basically told me stories that were traditional 
stories from back home. And these stories, as far as I know are not written stories, cos I have 
tried to, you know, look not very deeply, but I have tried to see if  there any o f  these stories 
written down, because I can’t remember all o f  them, and I can’t remember bits in between, cos 
I have tried to pass these on to my children, but I don’t really remember the finer details, I 
should get my mum involved actually- and they are nearly always a kind o f  [pause] mmm a 
bit like a Hansel and Gretel type story, its nearly always children, and there is a particular kind 
o f  a monster, that it’s like a, it’s something between a monster and a witch, and it’s a female 
character, and [pause] there’s just loads o f  different stories with this main character involved, 
and I think it’s just gone on for generations, and then when I used to go back to Morocco in 
the summer, one o f  my uncles, my mum’s brother, I would actually say to him ‘please tell me 
a story’ and he would tell me sometimes the same stories my mum would tell me, but slightly 
varied[pause]it was always the same character, it was called the ‘hoi’ [laughs].
For Alaila, the telling of stories to her children was about passing on a memory, 
which is valued through the ritual of ‘being sat down’ and ‘told stories’. As the stories 
were not, as far as she was aware, written down, it was necessary to tell and re-tell the 
stories as a way of honouring them and preserving them; almost as though if they 
were not used, they would stop working, or existing, and lose the ‘power in potentia’ 
(Carter, 1979, p.7) they hold. These stories varied, but had the same form, a familiar 
character. They are ephemeral, but certain motifs prevailed such as the monster ‘hoT, 
an archetype, a stock ‘evil’ character of the sort discussed by Propp (1968) and Zipes 
(1986) in their work on fairy stories. Alaila also told me of a form of storytelling 
which was interactive in a similar way to that described by Shameem, which she 
created with her son:
Abir is not really interested in me reading books to him, so I said I am just telling him stories, 
but his stories, again he wants them to be about Spiderman and stuff, and there are always 
punch-ups.
The mother made it clear her son was more interested in being told stories than in 
reading them. Her explanation was located in the fact he was part of the story. It is 
significant he wants American comic book characters at the centre of the story, rather 
than the Hoi. Luke (2003) recognised the importance of such community literacy 
practices and activities to literacy education, and sought to incorporate them into the 
mainstream curriculum, in a context where minority and indigenous Australian 
children were failing. Luke also highlighted a different research group in Hawaii
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where ‘the speech-act was part of the culture and [I] incorporated that in classroom 
practices,’ (Luke, p.133) with successful results. Having focused on narratives of 
home and migration, I now consider the children’s oral narratives about religion.
7.8 Religion: identity, the materiality of religion and home
In this section, I consider the way in which the children weave religion into stories 
about their identities. Faith is something which happens at ‘home’ and also which 
links back to ‘my country’ as the children talk about religious practices and heritage 
connected with diasporic spaces. Particular literacy practices emerge- reciting the 
Qu’ran and prayers, and ‘knowing’ about religious codes indicates being literate in 
your faith to the children. I argue the children’s narratives of self were ‘faithed’; in the 
same way those narratives can be ‘gendered’ and ‘classed’. The children actively 
applied religious ideology and knowledge to Mirror and to their own lived 
experiences, and to the construction of who they were. When the children spoke about 
religious identity, the motif of morality was once again central. Through a sense of 
adhering to rules and knowing what was right and what was wrong, a sense of 
belonging and collective identity, created by a shared text, and shared stories, was 
created between children. Most of the children saw me as an outsider to be ‘taught’ 
about Islam. They talked about ‘what we do’- the ‘we’ being the ‘Umma’ or Muslim 
community. The children’s sense of “what we do” has significant implications for 
their constructions of identity. The children mobilise religious themes, images and 
discourses and utilise adult scripts, concepts and divisions. I saw no evidence of 
resistance or deviation from the messages they gained from home, mosque and the 
Imam in the narratives they told about interactions with aspects of their experiences.
The children storied the material objects which hold central importance in their 
religion frequently. These objects were not always sacred In their own right, for 
example Hijab was a salient theme, but out of context, Hijab could simply be any 
appropriately sized and coloured (not too garish) piece of fabric, until it was wrapped 
around a woman’s head and fastened in a particular way, when it came to convey 
symbolic messages about belief, faith, gender and identity. In addition, it made a 
semiotic link to home and what most specifically signified home- the identity of the
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children’s mothers, who also belonged to another place- home- and not part of the 
world of school.
Muslim children also offered accounts of the Qu’ran itself and prayer mats, objects 
which were sacred in their own right. When the children read Mirror it was Islam 
which was spoken about. No other religion was mentioned in these data, arguably as a 
consequence of what was depicted in the particular book used- it featured the 
trappings of Muslim faith, Muslim prayer practices and rituals, Hijab, and not, for 
example, a Christian church. I also focus upon the children’s discussions of belief. 
Religious belief is a constant across time and space in the stories of family the 
children tell about who they are, when family histories have been disrupted by 
migration.
I have foregrounded the children’s discussions of Hijab as these were much more 
complex and nuanced than those on the other religious material objects. For example, 
Aliyah (British Pakistani, 7), looking at women in the market scene, commented, 
pointing at the ladies in Hijab:
Allah says, put in, put scarves on when you are praying, yeah and if  you don’t wear them, 
Allah w ill take your mum.
Fig. 3.7
In Aliyah’s narrative, the ‘scarf is a crucial part of the act of prayer. She emphasises 
that there will be recriminations if this article of clothing is not worn- ‘Allah will take 
your mum’, and the recriminations are serious. Here, Aliyah stories herself through a
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‘cultural blueprint’ (Eliade, 1959, p. 25) which tells how to behave, what to wear and 
not wear, as part of her storying of herself, and the consequences if the blueprint is 
contravened.
The symbolism of the Hijab is contentious within Western and broadly European 
feminist and neo-liberal debates, fraught with tensions between perceived oppression 
and freedom for the wearer. The children pick up such debates in their comments and 
conversations about Hijab, which follow through their explanations about how and 
when it is worn. Valentine and Sporton (2009) argue that in the context of migration, 
the experience of the instability of national identities is profoundly difficult for the 
individual. These two authors draw attention to what it means to occupy such a 
betwixt and between identity whilst being brought up in Britain. A move to embrace 
religious identity as Muslim is a ‘subject position which overcame [for Muslim 
teenagers] some of the troubling aspects of other subject positions and which was 
stable across space and time’ (2009, p.725). I argue that Muslim identity was not at 
odds with, and neither did it supplant these children’s sense of their national identity. 
Muslim identity gave the Muslim children a sense of group cohesion, whilst national 
identity gave all children a sense of ‘being’ and belonging, and sometimes the two 
entwined.
Debates around the meanings of veiling are complex, linking it with gender, 
representation, minority status, power, colonial trajectories, and agency. Kaijapper 
(2009) argues that ‘ the Muslim women has come to share a disproportionate burden 
of representation’ (p. 1) though this gives little insight into the meanings young girls 
make of Hijab in their own lives. Some see the meaning of the veil as tied up with 
another matter which is key in this thesis, agency. Debates circle around whether the 
veil means women have freedom from the ‘tyranny of beauty’ (Zine, 2006, p.243) or 
freedom from displaying themselves publicly. Zine goes on to, suggest that veiling 
practices are about ‘creating a sense of agency, spirituality and belonging within the 
discursive parameters of faith, community and nation’ (p.250). Kaijapper similarly 
suggests that women, or indeed young girls’ assertion to wear Hijab:
can be considered an expression of their agency- a posture which is directly 
juxtaposed to the stereotype of the veiled woman as a submissive recipient of 
propaganda and/or a victim of patriarchy (2009, p.44).
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She also suggests that the discourses such young women use when talking about 
veiling practices ‘both affirm and begin to challenge traditional notions,’ (p.239) and 
that in this way too the adoption of veiling practices works through an interplay of 
agency and resistance for the women wearing them. Veiling can also operate as a way 
of feeling ‘at home’, as part of identity work; the veil is a symbol for belonging to the 
Umma ov Muslim community and positions the wearer through this.
There are also debates about the significance of colonial imaginaries in relation to 
veiling practices in the literature, where historically the veil has figured as a 
dichotomy between: ‘oppressed and subjugated women, [and] the highly sexualised 
and erotic imagery of the sensual yet inaccessible harem girl’ (Alloula, 1986, Bullock, 
2000, Hoodfar, 1993, Kahf, 1999, Mabro, 1991, MacMaster and Lewis, 1998, Said, 
1978, Yegenoglu, 1998, Zine, 2006). Macdonald (2006) adds to this line of argument, 
suggesting that: ‘there is a metaphoric desire to “unveil alien cultures by “laying them 
bare” and bringing them into conformity with ideological norms of the dominant 
power structures’ (p.66). In this way, veiling practices can be viewed as resistance to 
such post/colonial control, surveillance and assimilatory discourses. If the veil is seen 
in this way, it operates through agency as resistance to such norms.
Clearly, gender also plays an important part in the meanings made in the literature and 
by Muslim females of veiling. Bell and Valentine (1998) point out that ‘the sexed 
body is a site of contestation and difference,’ (p.5) therefore veiling signifies broader 
power struggles about representation, sexuality and notions about ‘Otherness’ for 
Muslim women in British society. As already suggested, veiling is also, at the same 
time wrapped up in notions of collective identity and therefore ‘sameness’ - thus 
tension and contradiction are firmly bound up in its multiple meanings. Dwyer (2010) 
points out that ‘dress is an over determined signifier for Muslim women.. .particularly 
the veil in the [ir] discursive formation’ (p.5). She argues there are: ‘possibilities and 
difficulties [offered] by Muslim dress of subverting dominant discourses’ (2010, 
p.22). We see the ways in which power circulates through possible meanings of 
veiling practices, but we know little of what young girls make of such gendered and 
politicised discourses on them, something which the data presented in this chapter 
start to reveal.
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I am not aware of any qualitative sociological research published which focuses on 
interviewing Muslim children, as young as those who participated in my study, or in 
particular researchr talking to girls who themselves will wear Hijab in their futures. 
There is research of this kind with adolescents (Williams and Vashi, 2007, Bigelow, 
2008, Mand, 2012). Young Muslim girls’ thoughts and perspectives on the matter are 
absent and form a silence the literature. These data therefore provide a unique insight 
into this area of young children’s faith. The first time Hijab was discussed was in 
Tamvia (Bangladeshi, 7) and Jessica’s (Kosovan, 11) interview. Tamvia had told me 
that she would wear a burqa when she was older, pointing one out in the market 
illustration in Mirror (figure 3.7, above). The interchange we had was full of tension, 
and I think in retrospect this was caused by my status as a female non-Muslim 
researcher. The emotional tension needs emphasis. I asked:
Lexie: What do you think about that? [Wearing a burqa],
[Tamvia makes the most impossible to read face, and then smiles, too. I  look at her with as 
neutral a face as possible, but I  then start to smile back, as perhaps I  realise that is what she 
wants me to do, or needs to know it is safe and warm to talk about this] [Pause],
Tamvia: I think. It’s [pause] good for [pause] you [long pause] religion [pause] perhaps 
[longer pause] it’s good for you to do in your religion.
The pauses, and looks exchanged between Tamvia and I reveal how it was not always 
easy to discuss these matters. I was worried I had probed to the point of prying, and 
spent some time telling her how pleased I was to learn about her life outside of 
school, and her beliefs, and thanked her for sharing this information with me; 
however she seemed interested to talk about it. On her way back to class after the 
interview, Tamvia pointed out Muslim women who worked in the school as lunchtime 
supervisors, and explained the differences in the women’s attire. She also wrote about 
the interview in her picture diary several days later. She identified the experience of 
reading as ‘different’ and ‘different to the kinds of books that we have in class’ (see 
below). She framed Mirror as a ‘religion book’, though there is only one depiction in 
the book of people praying. Tamvia identified with the book, broadly, saying it was 
‘about Arbric [Arabic] stuff what I do in my religion’. The part of the book concerned 
with religion was what she rendered salient:
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Fig. 4.7(In order to protect the identity o f the other child, their name has been 
blanked out).
What I did not pick up during the interview was the stress on the words Tamvia used. 
The implications only emerged fully at a later time, when I listened to the recording. 
Tamvia stressed that it was ‘good for you [me]’, the non-Muslim female researcher, 
and for ‘your religion’ to wear the burqa. Tamvia drew attention to the fact that my 
religion was different to hers, and that it would be beneficial for my faith- as non- 
Muslim- to adopt the practice of wearing Hijab. Her comment was an admonishment, 
and a suggestion, not a defence of her own subject position or practices. I read our 
conversation as a tense interchange- due to the pauses, the tone and the body language 
she used. I read this as tense, however, for the wrong reasons: I thought Tamvia had 
been made to feel defensive and uncomfortable, or objectified. On reflecting on, and 
listening again to the recording, however, I realised the explanation was more 
complex. It may be that what she meant by the use of the word ‘you’ is ‘one’- the 
comment is therefore about a general moral principle. Conversely, it might mean 
‘me’- we all use ‘you’ to mean ‘me’ when we are trying to make a point but not really 
offend others- or when our grammar is not exact. The way Tamvia behaved after the 
interview, as indicated earlier suggests she was interested to talk about the issues at 
hand.
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Ideas of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ were linked to women being covered and uncovered by 
Muni. She talked about how what her mother wore was similar to what the woman in 
the market illustration (figure 3.7) wore. She raised the issue of how women in Iraq, 
where she had family, covered their heads, commenting on how this had been brought 
to London:
Muni (Kurdish, 11): M y mum wears a scarf outside, but not inside, because w e’re not outside? 
[Pause]. W e’re, like, Muslims, and it’s not nice to show our head, so.
Muni suggests that the reasoning for wearing Hijab outside but not inside is so 
obvious to her as to be normalised, it is for her a natural matter of course that outside 
is for headscarves, and inside is not. The dichotomy is taken for granted in her 
worldview. It also signified belonging, as well as a value judgement- it was ‘done’ 
because she and her family are Muslims and ‘it’s not nice to show our head’. A ‘we’ 
is also created by the religious practice which makes the religious affiliation clear, as 
it rules a line between those who do and those who do not cover their heads and face. 
Muni later suggested once she entered secondary school she would cover her head- 
she did not do so at the time of the interview.
I gained insight into what I read as some children’s reticence in talking about the 
subject of Hijab from Shameem (Lebanese, mother of Leela). We spoke about the use 
of multicultural picturebooks, and whether it was important to have different 
ethnicities and people represented in the books children learned to read with. I showed 
her Mirror and asked how she thought children in this school would respond to the 
pictures if they were discussed in class. She told me, whilst looking at the market 
illustration (above):
Shameem: I am not sure. A  lot o f  them [the girls in the school] don’t really understand why 
they are wearing it [pause] I fear that might cause them to feel ‘oh I don’t know the answer,’ 
because, I know at school, when I first put my scarf on, errm, I felt terrible, because [pause] I 
couldn’t explain. I knew inside [touches her chest] but expressing m yself was really bad.
I found Shameem’s gesture of hand to chest very compelling, as it indicated what she 
knew but could not articulate or express in words. The thought needed the body to be 
mobilised to utter and express the significant meanings. It suggested to me that in 
English- as a language- and in London as a geopolitical secular space, we lacked a
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language with which Shameem was able to articulate her experience. I would have 
liked, in retrospect, to ask if she had words to explain what she felt in Arabic, a 
language which arguably has remained more closely tied to faithed experiences. If 
Shameem’s' analysis is right, the children displayed not reticence but a feeling of ‘I 
don’t know,’ or ‘can’t say’ the answer in the data presented above. Interviews took 
place in school, in a pedagogical environment where ‘knowing’ the right answers to 
adults’ and teachers’ questions is given credence. Shameem’s account may indicate 
that children have a sense that there is no single, simple answer to such a complex 
question, though they did explain their ideas, and the language they used suggests 
‘faith’ occupies a domain that is separate from the cognitive world of school 
discourses.
Shameem says she ‘felt terrible’ because she could not explain what was her felt 
experience to others. Such an account of the data stresses the importance of 
multicultural perspectives, but it is at this point that as a researcher I wanted to 
question whether that was sufficient. There is much afoot in this excerpt. I find it 
difficult to accept that children are expected to obey rules that have not been 
explained to them. Such an approach is based on an assumption by adults that a point 
is above children’s social competence; and it closes down dialogue, enquiry and 
openness, and space for learning. It also denies agentic action to children.
It was not only girls who spoke about Hijab. The boys discussed it widely too. Such 
clothing and practices were clearly gendered and faithed, and an important resource 
for signalling identity (Davies, 1993, Connell, 1989). Muslim and non-Muslim 
children were aware it was women who wore these clothes, and Muslim women in 
particular:
Abdi (Somali, 6): [Pointing at the picture o f  the lady hunchedforward talking to the man with 
the scales at the front o f  the picture^ That’s the one that my grandma wears [see figure 3.7 
above]. '
Lexie: Can you tell me about it?
Abdi: It is for praying.
Lexie: She wears it for praying?
Abdi: Yeah.
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Nawaz (Bangladeshi, 10): And, like some people believe in that, like Muslims, they’re not, 
girls are not allowed to show their hair.
Abdi suggests Hijab is worn for particular practices, such as praying; Nawaz says 
wearing Hijab is more continuous. The covering of hair and its religious meaning was 
widely discussed by the children, and in meticulous detail. The precise physical 
appearance of Hijab, its colours and style were made visible in the children’s talk- 
Abdi pointed to the clothing pictured, recognising it was like what his grandmother 
wore. Roxanne, during her interview, discussed her mother’s ‘flowery’ headscarf, 
which she insisted was very different from those in the illustration, as they were not 
flowery. The sartorial was key in descriptions of Hijab. In the children’s accounts of 
Hijab, it was described as something to prevent (men) looking, or seeing hair:
Tamvia (Bangladesh, 7): They are not allowed to show their hair to men.
Roxanne (Lebanese, 7): I know why [women wear Hijab] the boys is not allowed to see them 
hair.
Covering up part of the body, making the hair invisible elicits the children’s 
comments, and the politics of the visual discussed at the start of this chapter are in 
play. This focus on the unseen hair is reminiscent- though it may seem out of joint 
with the themes in these data- with the way in which the body was treated in medieval 
hagiography (Donovan, 1999 and Ashton, 2002). There, the emphasis was on the pure 
body of the woman saint. Its chastity and how it was above and beyond corporeality- 
immune to bodily comfort -clothed in rough hair shrouds- untouched/untouchable was 
key. Yet, the obsession with touching and seeing the shrouded bodily remains of the 
saints was core to these women’s huge appeal in literature and practice (Ashton, 
2002). The duality of a concentration where the invisibilised self covered by Hijab is 
made visible in the children’s talk link these data with ideas about the women saints 
covered, beyond-the-corporeal-bodies. Their supposed non-corporeality is at the 
centre of talk about their bodies. This is similar to Foucault’s discussion of sexuality 
and repression, as he argues repression works by creating:
the multiplication of discourses concerning sex.... an institutional incitement to 
speak about it, and to do so more and more...and to cause it to speak through 
explicit articulation and endlessly accumulated detail (Foucault, 1978, p. 18).
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Similar processes appear to be involved with the focus on the materiality of a belief in 
the children’s accounts of Hijab. Though they are not speaking about sex explicitly, 
the link between the data and what Foucault says above, about the presence of things 
that have been absented in discourse, is evident.
Children who were not Muslim drew upon different narratives to talk about Hijab, in 
some cases without grasping the faithed implications of this material expression of 
religious belief. Samuel had first told me he thought the women in the market 
illustration wore Hijab because they were ‘bald’- drawing on some very different 
discourses of femininity to faithed ones. Matthew went on to speculate why Hijab was 
worn:
Matthew (Philipino, 7): Because they don’t want to show their hair. Maybe they are messy.
Samuel (Chinese, 7): Maybe they are shy.
If the ‘belief or ‘tradition’ is removed from the discourse on Hijab, the boys’ 
speculations are quite logical, though they hold dramatic irony for the reader and 
other children who know about the belief system and religious narratives employed to 
explain such dress. Samuel’s idea that ‘maybe they are shy’ is a sensitive exploration, 
in the sense that he perceived women wearing Hijab seeking to hide themselves away 
or not be forthcoming in their attire. Without access to the religious discourses, he 
understood the symbolic messaging. George responded to my question of whether he 
had seen anyone‘wearing something like that before’:
George (white British, 11): Sometimes they have them right round their eyes and that sort o f  
• stuff, don’t they?
Lexie: They do, yeah yeah. .
George: It’s the Headscarf, innit?
Lexie: What do you think about that?
George: I don’t really like it.
Lexie: No? Why don’t you like it?
George: It don’t look that comfortable feel [pause] yeah and you can’t see their looks.
George was aware of different modes of head covering, some like the one in the 
illustration and others that more fully covered the head and face. He articulated a 
dominant Western heterosexual discourse about femininity, desire and beauty in his 
response to such clothing, as he looked at a picture of a woman with her head covered
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(below). He also considered the issue of the wearer’s comfort ‘it don’t look that 
comfortable’ and made a value judgement, saying he did not personally like it. He 
was not directly anti-Muslim in his comment, as he spoke of the aesthetic and 
wearability aspects of the attire. Other children when looking at the illustration below 
talked about how women wore Hijab in diasporic spaces and ‘my country’ like Muni:
Muni (Kurdish, 11): In my country, Iraq, most women wear Niqab.
She identified this practice, in data earlier in this chapter as something her mother 
‘did’ in London, and something she too would do when she was older. It was a 
practice which had crossed the diasporic space and continued to be important in the 
faithed and placed narratives the Muslim children told about themselves.
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7.9 Religious beliefs and ideas
The children indicate faithed practices, such as the performance of prayer, and beliefs 
about Allah, as an essential part of their Muslim identities. The children recited 
prayers, another form of ‘literacy event’ (Street, 1984, p. 121) during interviews, as a 
way of storying faithed aspects of their identities. Prayer links with themes of home 
and identity, as children spoke about praying in ‘my country’ and how important that 
experience had been. They also made it clear that praying held the same faithed 
significance for them whether performed in London or another locality. Many talked 
about where and how they prayed in London. Akoji had a strong grounding in her 
faith and spoke about it at length. She told me about how it was necessary to perform
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religious rituals daily. We were looking at the first page of the Moroccan side of 
Mirror, which depicts someone praying:
Akoji (Saudi Arabian/Sudanese, 7): In my country, Saudi Arabia, everyone prays, everyone 
does this, you have to make sure you pray every single day, five times- 
Sabeen (Bangladeshi, 7): [Interrupting] Five times each day.
Akoji: And you read the Qu’ran, you do what your mum and dad say, and you do every single 
thing that Mohammed the prophet did.
Sabeen: Yes, in my country Bangladesh people go to the mosque but my sister and my dad go 
in London, later I w ill but I am too little.
Akoji’s narrative was recognised by Sabeen who could seamlessly take it up and build 
on it; she provided an ideal blueprint for ‘being’ a ‘good’ Muslim child. She indicates 
that shared prayer: ‘everyone prays’ is common in Saudi Arabia. Sabeen suggests that 
it is the use of daily ritual which binds the ‘Umma,’ so that even in London, as in 
Bangladesh, the practice is the same, and the mosque in London provides a space for 
the continuity of this practice. The performance of the ritual was composed of prayer, 
reading the Qu’ran, obeying parents and doing ‘every single thing that Mohammed 
the prophet did’.
In addition to the diasporic space and its important connection to faith, different 
discourses of power and obligation run through the girls’ narrative. They seemed 
concerned with disciplining the self and the body; keeping it clean, keeping it covered 
from public view, preventing pollutants such as pork or alcohol entering it, 
maintaining obedience. There is also a sense of surveillance, albeit self-surveillance in 
this account, in terms of checking you are adhering to the codes. Both the sense of 
discipline and that of surveillance introduce Foucault’s ideas about control and the 
body: ‘discipline fixes; it arrests or regulates movements, it clears up confusion’ 
(Foucault, 1975, p.219). Douglas’ (1966) theorisation of purity and pollution is also 
pertinent to the data in this section, as the girls indicate what it is good, right and 
clean to ‘do’ and what is dirty and ‘bad’. They demonstrate their faith literacy as they 
explain rules and rituals, and underline its central significance to who they are.
In Tamvia and Jessica’s interview, Tamvia identified the woman in the illustration as 
engaged in prayer. Jessica began to talk about her experience of visiting a mosque 
with her grandfather in the diasporic space of Kosovo, but Tamvia was so keen to 
show her faith knowledge that she interrupted:
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Lexie: How about you Jessica have you seen people pray?
Jessica (Kosovan, 11): Yes, in Kosovo my grandpa took me to the mosque- 
Tamvia (Bangladeshi, 7): [Interrupts] I know how you start.
Lexie: [To Tamvia] How do you start?
Tamvia: You need to do, umm, you need to wash yourself. Then you get the Namaz [pointing 
to the rug in the picture below] you put it out in front you, [stands up] and then you stand up, 
and then you do this [crosses her hands in front o f her chest] and then you do that [puts her 
fingertips together, palms facing her chest]. Men do that [does a different configuration where 
her hands are crossed over her chest] and ladies do that [with her hands in front o f her chest, 
fingertips touching as she showed me initially],
Lexie: And why do ladies do that?
Tamvia: Because [pause] men do it a different way, and ladies do it a different way, and when 
they, because when they stand up the men do that [shows me the crossed over hands] and the 
ladies do that [puts her fingertips together].
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Tamvia gives a detailed verbal description of the process of prayer. She also makes a 
physical performance, where creating visual symbols with hands and fingertips is 
crucial, and is differentiated by gender. Tamvia suggests that to ‘know’ what to do 
creates a sense of belonging to the Muslim faith that transcends space- whether in 
Bangladesh or London. As she talks about norms of how men and women pray, there 
is a sense of communal togetherness of ‘ladies’ and ‘men’ who people the inside of 
the mosque. Leyla too identified the illustration as prayer:
Leyla (Algerian, 6): [Pointing at the picture above] Here they are praying for their god.
Lexie: Have you seen people pray like that?
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Leyla: Yeah I pray like that, yeah, with m y auntie and [pause] my mum sometimes. Here, here 
this is the mosque [pointing at the woman] and sometimes, sometimes you have to pray to 
your god, but sometimes -  some [pause]. Isn’t it some people believe Jesus and, er if  they 
believe Jesus they’re not good?
Leyla identifies the people she prays with, her mum and auntie, and identifies the 
mosque in the illustration in Mirror, and thereby indicates her faith literacy is 
(Gregory et al, 2012) located in a place- the mosque. She also positions the practices 
of others as ‘not good.’ The location- whether in Morocco or London where these 
‘others’ live is not clear- perhaps they can be in both places. There is a moral 
judgement, underlying her comment at the end of the excerpt, framed as a question: if 
you believe in Jesus you are ‘not good’, it is not that your practice of beliefs are not 
good, rather ‘you’ the self, is sullied. Leyla’s account indicates how she has 
internalised ideas about religious belief and its contribution to a sense of ‘goodness’. 
The concept of others’ practices being ‘bad’ leads into a topic the children rendered 
salient, that of ‘haram’, where the themes of pollution and purity are in the ascendant.
7.10 Haram: the forbidden
As much as the children talked about practices which were approved and required in 
order to practice their religion, and perform the self in a ‘strange land’ they also spoke 
at length about that which you must not do, as a key part of their religious identity. 
These data were not generated as part of the experience of looking at Mirror, but 
rather through participant observation. ‘Haram’ directly translated from Arabic is 
‘unlawful’. Significantly, the children never uttered the world ‘halal’ that is to say the 
opposite of haram, the sanctified, the lawful, to speak of symbolic goods or practices. 
Rather, they were concerned with marking things out which were unacceptable, and 
creating distance from them. This was done in a much more clear-cut way than with 
regards to the category of Black when talking about people in their school class, 
discussed in chapters four and six.
The children’s use of the phrase ‘haram’ was gendered. It was a concept 
predominantly voiced by boys. For Dodi and Salim in the excerpt below, the category 
haram is linked closely with disgust and dirt. They utilise it as a way of ordering the 
material world. This occurred during one reading club:
Salim (Lebanese, 6): [Seeing a pig, in the picture below, he says to himself] Errrrr.
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Lexie: What did you read that made you say errr?
Salim: Pig, piggg.
Lexie: What’s bad about pig?
Salim: Hawam {pronounces it ‘haawam sort o f cutely, he does not have a lisp]. 
Lexie: What does that mean? [Pause], Do you know what that means?
Dodi (Kurdish, 6): Arabic doesn’t eat pig.
Lexie: Who doesn’t?
Salim: It’s haram to eat it.
Lexie: Ah, it’s haram to eat it! (Fieldnotes, 12th May 2011).
The mother tiger liked to 
A loud, big hger roar.
To tcii all the other anitn»
In the jungle
That she there.
All the other animals 
In the jungle 
Kept far, far away.
Interestingly, in the illustration in question, the pig they talk about was not for food, 
represented as ‘pork’ on the plate, but rather running in the forest, a wild animal. 
Simply the image of a ‘live’ pig was sufficient to raise Salim’s disgust, however. I 
asked what ‘hawam’ meant as I did not understand what Salim was saying, though my 
confusion actually provided the divulgence of more detail from the boys.
7.11 Conclusion
In this chapter I considered the children’s interwoven narratives and perspectives on 
migration, family biographies, orality, home, and religious identity and its politics. 
The children drew frequently upon narratives of ‘my country’, and voiced strong 
connections to these locations, and they were woven into the core of their own 
biographies. Religious identity as Muslim was very important in their constructions of 
themselves. The children who were not Muslim were as concerned with constructing 
their own identities, but the strongly faithed narratives, and how these interleaved 
with home were absent from their stories. Religious and national identity sat neatly
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together and neither one jostled for prime place, unlike in Valentine and Sporton's 
research (2009) where their young respondents abjured their Somali heritage in their 
narratives about themselves, preferring instead to see themselves singly as Muslim.
The children in this research, as we know, from chapters four and six, rejected 
Blackness, but we learn here how they do not reject, rather they firmly embrace their 
‘home’ country as a central part of the stories they tell about themselves. A sense of 
the politics of the visual ran through the children’s accounts of religion triggered by 
reading Mirror. The Hijab, and the way in which this made parts of the body absent 
from view, but highly present in talk, was explored. Partly this links with themes of 
morality, which have emerged as significant in chapters five and six in particular. 
What we learn about the children’s sense of moral orders is analysed further in the 
conclusion chapter.
Children who had been positioned and were read by staff in the school as a problem, 
as having deficits in academic skills or more broadly in cultural capital revealed many 
complex narratives about their own lives and those of their families in these data. 
They explored why they were in London, and mobilised non-Western imagery of 
Arabic script and landscape in Mirror to explore how they saw the world. I would 
argue again that it was the absence of text which provided a powerful place and 
platform for such talk. The analysis in this chapter foregrounds ethnic minority 
children’s lived experience. The children mobilised their experiences in their talk, and 
when given picturebooks, used them as stimuli to read in faithed and diasporic 
knowledges and experiences, and family stories. The ethnic minority children’s 
selves-as-readers emerge in the data discussed in this chapter as multiple and 
transnational, and the resource of Mirror enabled such narratives to pour forth. Insight 
is gained into an important aspect of the children’s lives at school: the impact of their 
experiences of home, diaspora, faith and family are brought to the books they read. 
The books are also used as a basis for bringing forth talk on such topics.
In the next chapter, I conclude this thesis by discussing the findings, and I outline 
what has been discussed and explored with regards to minority children reading 
picturebooks, and their perspectives on picturebooks and school, through the 
preceding chapters. I also consider the other key theme in this thesis, ethnicity,
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identity and the school setting. The way these findings relate to research which 
commences from similar perspectives is considered. Issues and new findings which 
the research has raised are reflected upon, along with what additional layers of 
understanding we have gained about what children make of reading at school.
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8 Conclusion
8.1 Introduction
The focus of this thesis was on minority children’s perspectives on reading 
picturebooks in primary school. I considered the multifaceted phenomenon of 
children learning to read and of reading in school, and explored the dynamic 
processes of children mobilising narratives and making meaning from and with 
picturebooks. I analysed the ways in which current academic and policy-based 
approaches to reading were interpreted by the children, including what they made 
of teachers’ assumptions and of school approaches to children’s learning. I sought 
to frame reading not only as a performance or skill with text, but also as a social 
practice, in which the picturebook is utilised as a cultural artefact by children.
The original focus of the research expanded and shifted, and new themes 
developed because of what arose in the children’s talk. This research had a 
commitment to making children’s opinions central, and aimed to maximise 
opportunities for them to occupy the available space, created during interviews 
and reading club, to comment upon what was significant to them. The data were 
analysed to show children in this study navigate complex paths in making 
meaning from picturebooks, and in constructing their own identities as readers at 
school. I located school and the ‘labour’ of learning to read as an important site 
for identity work in the children’s social worlds.
8.2 Outline of the chapter
In this chapter I initially consider how themes in this research have been presented 
through the preceding chapters. I draw this together in order, to explore four key 
themes constructed in the data analysis. I present themes pertinent to the whole 
thesis, beginning with children and reading, as this is a strong connecting thread 
through the study. I then consider reading as a social practice, and the way in 
which the materiality of the book, which has woven through this thesis, is 
positioned. I discuss agency, and the ways in which resistance is evidence of 
agency. Following this, race and racism is discussed, along with ethnic identity.
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The final theme, which brings us back full circle to where this research began, is 
to consider children’s reading and the assessment procedures children encounter, 
and what we now know about good readers and poor readers from this research. 
The sociological implications of how the child is positioned within policy, and 
where the poor reader fits into this picture are part of this. Broadly, I reflect upon 
what has been the core concern in this thesis- what we learn about children’s 
social worlds through the act and process of reading- and their ways of responding 
to the situations in which they find themselves.
8.3 Summary
This section sums up all the previous chapters. I began this thesis by considering 
how the poor reader was positioned in policy, and how this was in tension with 
reading practices as I had seen them play out in school in my previous role as a 
teacher, and also through arguments in the research literature. It became evident 
that there was a serious lack of research on children’s perspectives on reading and 
learning to read. Taking up these two points, and using a methodology that placed 
children at the heart of the research, I explored with young children how they saw 
reading at school and the processes of learning to read.
It became clear in the data generated that children had strong ideas about reading 
at school, what they wanted to read, how, and with whom. The new knowledge 
the data contribute relates to children’s reading, and how it is entangled within the 
webs of significance (Geertz, 1973) they find themselves placed in and which they 
also make and adhere to. The research provides fresh insight into the hierarchies, 
structures and moral orders produced by children reading at school, through their 
discussion of the ‘properties of reading’ as they saw them.
Starting from the child’s viewpoint reveals that the frameworks of assessment of 
reading skills in school stand as a shadow over children’s selves-as-readers. As we 
considered further the children’s own concerns that they read into, or off from 
picturebooks, we saw how reading operated as a conduit for children’s talk about 
their experiences, concerns, troubles and consolations, as well as their lives 
outside of school as they engaged with topics of home, faith and migration. 
Beyond ‘enacting’ or ‘doing’ raced, faithed, gendered and classed identities, we
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saw how children were ‘doing’ school and learning in their accounts of 
themselves as readers.
8.4 Reading as a social practice
The findings on reading as a social practice are something I want to foreground. I 
have argued through this thesis for the importance of seeing children’ s reading as 
a social practice. This is not a new concept (Street, 1981, Heath, 1983) but one 
which remains marginalised in official policy and teachers’ practice, and which 
has not been explored in sociology, let alone within childhood studies. In this 
section, I first consider the materiality of the book, something which I aimed to 
keep in the picture of the child reading as I examined its different aspects and 
facets. I have argued that the book as a material object, and as a sociologically 
significant and situated object, is often absent in previous literature, and should be 
present as an independent object and considered in this light.
Books acted as sites of subversion, and also of creativity in the sense that the 
children subverted the messages of books for their own ends. Mirror, for example 
was intended to have unifying themes of togetherness. In the context of this 
research and these children, however, it evoked and brought forth narratives about 
place, space and self. Moroccan children were rejected, while at the same time the 
illustrations did not “look like” Syria, Saudi Arabia or Sudan- to the children, the 
illustrations were these places. Mirror’s materiality opened up a nexus with home. 
The research offers further evidence of the ways books can occasion identity 
narratives- and this research is significant as it highlights these processes in young 
children.
Books were also used as a place where friendship was negotiated and played out. 
Showing yourself to be someone’s friend by allowing them to choose which book 
to read was an example of this. Identifying desirable friends in their talk about 
picturebook illustrations- depicted through printed ink and paper to represent 
different phenotypes- also led children to use books to negotiate friendship. They 
mediated imagined friendships with characters in books, and managed off the 
page friendships through how they read the illustrations they encountered. The 
children were involved in individual and collaborative projects to work through
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and create meaning from books, bringing their own lives and experiences into the 
book.
The book was very strongly embedded in school life for the children. Because of 
this, being able to read, what you make of reading and how you read are all 
interconnected, and importantly, reading is neither a politically or emotionally 
neutral skill. Children are part of the web in which reading is situated, but children 
are also caught in the web. They sit at intersections of threads. Their ability and 
skills as readers are constantly assessed. Children are entangled in socio-technical 
approaches such as daily phonics learning programmes which they meet at school. 
They are positioned in policy and political discourses which are designed to 
reward and progress the ‘good’ and ‘help’ the ‘poor reader’.
Reading holds a taken for granted, universal importance in school ‘work,’ and the 
life of the school day. By placing a spotlight on its role, this research is not 
suggesting reading is not a worthwhile skill, nor underestimating its key role in 
the world of late modernity. It is important, though to question the practices and 
processes of schooling through which is it is taught, learned and accomplished. It 
is important to consider what forms of ‘category maintenance’ (Davies, 2003, p. 
89) are involved in its universality and hegemony as a classroom skill in the eyes 
of the children. This research indicates that children recognise and produce 
reading as valuable; they invest it with significances. They agree with the schools’ 
assessment of its importance and also its moral worth and hence reproduce the 
social value which Western late modernity gives to reading.
Having focussed in the main on children’s reading at school, we also obtain 
glimpses of their literacy practices outside school. The social practice of literacy 
was revealed as significant in the homes of children through mothers’ accounts of 
oral storytelling at home in chapter seven. The regulatory powers of the school do 
not consider ‘literacy events’ (Street, 1984) such as oral storytelling as evidence 
of reading competency, nor do children in their talk about reading. Such ideas of 
alternative literacies remain sealed off in universities. It is also important to note 
that many of the children in this research have different reading identities at the 
Madrasa (Arabic school) or other community language school than those they
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occupy in the mainstream classroom. These other reading identities are not left at 
the Madrasa door or simply discarded at the entrance to the English classroom. 
They sidle alongside and slip through the doors and windows of Three Chimney’s 
classrooms.
Lutrell argues that ‘storying the self marks the processes by which people arrive at 
their sense of selfhood and social identities’ (cited in Rogers and Elias, 2012, 
p.282). The children occupy different reading identities- inside and outside of 
school- produced through different ideas of the self as a reader- a ‘good’ reader, a 
reader of Arabic, and so on. The social practice of reading is very much entwined 
with the children’s experiences with books- it is about sharing books, reading 
aloud, following text with a finger, ‘reading the pictures’, or reading in silence 
with others present, all activities the children were involved in both in and out of 
school. It is important though to note that the social practice of reading is 
concerned with a set of literacy practices which might not involve “reading” text 
at all, as family stories were told from memory, the Qur’an memorised, and 
phonics lessons recited in unison from the board. Street’ s (1984) notion of literacy 
practices is highly relevant to the children’s understandings of the social practice/s 
of reading, as, like the children’s literacies, it moves away from text and school 
based literacy competencies as a way of measuring and understanding literacy.
8.5 The research process and peer research
I aimed to use participative research strategies to access layers of meaning in the 
children’s classroom worlds. It is important I acknowledge that the ambitions of 
using peer research methods were not realised entirely as I would have wanted 
them to be; nevertheless the act of positioning myself, the adult, as not knowing 
the answer was a powerful way for changing the interview dynamic. It allowed 
access to layers of meaning beyond the research question, layers which are 
presented in the data in the preceding chapters, in terms of foregrounding 
concerns the children had, predominantly about ‘home’ family, faith, friendship 
and phenotype. I want to argue the limitations to the success of the peer research 
came from the especially difficult situation the school was faced with in the
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context o f  Special M easures, as w ell as m y not taking as m uch tim e to train the 
children as was required w hen exploring a new  skill.
A nother aspect o f  the research process w hich it is im portant to highlight was the 
great pleasure the children displayed in it. The children responded w ith w hat I can 
best call great jo y  to being asked to be part o f  the research. There was a strong 
elem ent o f  physicality in this; they jum ped, held m y hand, grabbed one another 
and me, and there was m uch vocalisation, noise and excitem ent. I see this as 
signifying the success o f  the m ethods used to som e extent, but it also 
dem onstrates how  im portant it is to listen to children, and how  significant, and 
enjoyable it w as for them . W hen I entered into conversation about a book w ithout 
the pre-decided set o f  answers those such as Cicourel (1974) argued teachers offer 
the balance o f  pow er betw een child and adult shifted. The m ethodological 
contribution to the field provided by this exam ple o f  an innovative w ay o f  
researching children in this thesis is im portant. The distinctive m ethods revealed 
rich data.
8.6 Children as actors
One o f  the intentions o f this research was to explore children’s agency in the 
specific context o f  reading at school. W e know  from  previous literature that even 
at a young age, children can be agentic (Prout and Jam es, 1991, W aksler, 1991, 
D anby and Baker, 1998, Corsaro and Eder, 1990). A t the start o f  this thesis I 
suggested that children as young as six and seven were interviewable. The data I 
presented gave evidence that a research design w hich keeps ch ild ren’s concerns 
central can produce not only reliable but also rich data. Being able to include their 
own agenda into the m ixture o f  issues w hich form ed the research question was 
powerful for the children at Three Chim neys School. The children em erge as 
strongly engaged in reflecting upon, and m aking m eaning o f  their classroom s, 
teachers, peers, and the resources school offered them  and expected o f  them . 
Insights about the lives and worlds both inside and outside o f  school o f  children 
from m arginalised segm ents o f  society are apparent in the data. W e learn from  the 
data that children are both sophisticated participants and respondents in research 
about their lives.
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In terms of thinking about children as actors, and the academic debates that circle 
around the issue, it is important to differentiate between making meaning and 
acting, being a social actor and being agentic as an interactional accomplishment. 
Constraints and restrictions were as much part of the children’s narratives as was 
their agency. Their recognition of various structural components and orderings of 
their lives, in and out of school included generational orders; they recognised and 
discussed prevailing hierarchies where parents and teachers had power over them. 
One place where teachers’ powers were concentrated was decisions about 
children’s reading “success” or failure within the classroom. The power teachers 
held in such decision making meant children had little say in processes of the 
construction of the hierarchy of achievement and their location on its ladder. “ 
Moving up” or “being moved down” in reading groups in the classroom was 
something done to them, and while there was evidence of some ‘consoling 
narratives’(Yardley, 2008, p.672) being employed, the children had a lack of 
alternative discourses against these judgements on which they could draw.
The children were constrained in that they were not able to alter how reading was 
taught and assessed, a specific concern of this research. Children were, however, 
clearly able to understand their circumstances and articulate and reflect upon the 
constraints and stratifications they met with through learning to read at school. 
Very young children in this research showed they were acutely aware that some 
people are ‘better’ readers than others. They were equally aware of how important 
this is. Like the working class women in Skeggs’ study who ‘experience their 
classed position as violence’ (Skeggs, 2002, p.90) so the children experience 
failures with reading as ‘symbolic violence’ (Bourdieu, 1986, p.411). I argue that 
the emotionality evident in both their body responses and the content of their 
comments about reading offers evidence of the powerful processes at work. By 
asking about reading proficiency, I touched upon a sensitive topic and set up and 
uncovered reactions of pain and resistance to talking about reading- and poor 
reading specifically. The children were weak to resist what such teacher 
assessment meant for their experiences of reading, and for how they perceived 
their selves-as-readers. The children’s position of weakness is iterative; it 
confirms but also is confirmed by the processes of the school.
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What is particularly distinctive about this finding is the fact that it reflects what 
we know from previous research in the Sociology o f Education with secondary 
school aged children (Willis, 1977, Corrigan, 1979, Ball, 1981, Reay, 2006) - that 
they are aware of their situated position as a learner, and react with strong emotion 
to being positioned as ‘doing badly’. My research, however, points to the way in 
which children'as young as six harness and understand, but also are entrapped by 
these hierarchies. Previous research shows children know there are hierarchies in 
school, but not that such young children see them so clearly in terms of the 
practice of reading, and not with such emotion.
There is a duality between children’s agency- their making meaning about 
reading- and the restrictions in their opportunity for fundamentally challenging 
teachers’ assessments of their abilities; the children are both actors, and at times 
unable to act. What is particularly distinctive about this research is what it reveals 
about the perspectives of the children who were involved in the research. Despite 
the restrictions and structures the children encounter, they exhibit agency, and 
mobilise different narratives within school structures, and about books.
I want to think more subtly about the notion of being agentic, and the way in 
which this is distinct from being a social actor for the children in this research. I 
argue that while the children do not exhibit full agency- being unconstrained to act 
and showing evidence of acting decisively to force change- they are still acting as 
meaning makers. Another key finding which positions the children as highly 
agentic, but identifies constraints at the same time, is that children accept the 
moral ordering and hierarchies they find both in school and in the religious 
communities they are part of outside of school. They discuss their understandings 
of these configurations and hierarchies, understand they themselves are positioned 
or even trapped in them, but as they are positioned, they also position others, and 
use the hierarchies as a way of valuing or ranking and assessing “Others”. This is 
particularly the case in relation to skin colour and to race, faith and religious 
‘belongings’ where the children ‘Othered different others’ (Ali, 2003, p. 167). It is 
the complex ways in which the children use and interact with these hierarchies 
which provides a significant insight in this research.
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School is a place to produce and enact subjectivities. Some children were strategic 
in their use of their agency: it was used by them to succeed according to the 
school’s own criteria in their work as pupils and learners. The children talk about 
school spaces and processes, as well as enacting learning- they had a clear idea of 
what being a ‘good’ pupil meant, what ‘proper’ reading looked like, and the 
notions of trying hard and studying text were strong in their accounts of learning 
to read. In line with work in childhood studies, I found that children operate in the 
school world as social actors with the competence to be agentic, but they were 
also highly restricted and constrained in their agency by the structures of 
schooling. The children sometimes worked within these structures, sometimes 
outside of them and sometimes independently; sometimes they appropriated or 
transformed them, and sometimes resisted. At all times, however, they were 
neither cultural dupes nor passive subjects.
8.7 Resistance as agency
We learn that both the younger and the older children used resistance to schooling 
and reading as a form of agency, though this resistance was limited in part due to 
the constraints they met in school; they accessed limited spaces of classroom and 
playground at appointed hours, adhered to rules and enacted Teaming’ as part of 
lessons organised for them. Importantly, the analysis I made of the data presented 
indicates that the older children had more effective strategies of resistance than 
the younger children. The older children, as noted in chapter three, ‘bunked off 
extra sessions organised for them. The sessions were provided because the 
children were ‘behind’ in their literacy learning; by ‘hanging out’ in the park 
before school instead, they actively avoided the work of reading, or indeed of 
‘doing school’ and Teaming’. Such opportunities, however, were not afforded to 
six year olds who were taken by an adult to school.
Though the younger children resisted interviewer questions as indicated in chapter 
five, they also invested in the identities of ‘good’ and ‘poor’ reader which they 
sought to ‘be’ in school. Their consoling narratives did not challenge the status 
quo of the hierarchies in place. Many older children avoided reading, and avoided 
discussing it. Therefore, I argue the younger children did not have as strong
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strategies of resistance to the hierarchies of reading in school and other school 
processes, but that these strategies harden, and are learned through their 
schooling, so that by the time they are in Year 6 such techniques have become 
more developed; ‘children’s storied selves as literate are not thickened and formed 
as they are in adulthood’ (Rogers and Elias, 2012, p.260) but they become more 
so through their experiences of the processes of schooling over time.
The Year 2 children were clearly agentic and sought strategies of resistance, but 
these were not as satisfactory for them as the ones employed by the Year 6 
children. I argue some of the older children had far more comprehensive 
experiences of failure at school, and at the same time more developed resistance 
strategies, and these two aspects are strongly connected. As the identity of failing 
and the feelings associated with this ossify (Rogers and Elias, 2012) so too the 
shell of resistance grows against reading, and perhaps to school more broadly. 
Starting from the children’s words and experiences we are able to build up theory 
on identity as it is experienced by them, both as minority children and as readers.
The younger children’s resistance was more developed in the use of the non- 
rational, so that adults and researchers could not ‘take’ meaning from them, 
something Cox et al (1979) argue even younger children in nursery school are 
engaged in. In this research, such non-rational responses took the form of silences, 
body responses, and of employing childhood narratives in order to mould adult 
dominant folk concepts about identity.
Resistance from young people in research on schooling is not a new concern. 
Willis argued that resistance, while creative, ultimately reproduces inequalities 
(1977) in his study of working class boys’ experiences of education. His sixteen 
year old participants had complex strategies of resistance they employed in the 
classroom. I believe, based on the data I have presented, that resistance grows in 
accordance with experience -  whether it be success or repeated failure over years, 
and becomes part of the story you tell about yourself. The glances, minute 
gestures and inflections of voice which Lutrell (cited in Rogers and Elias, 2012, 
p.282) argues come to form identity over time- as they thicken in children’s 
accounts of their own identities- both make and are made by how teachers talk to.
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and position children who they assess as ‘good’ or not ‘good’ in class. The looks, 
gestures, tone, silences and importantly the body movements used by the children 
too form developments of such aspects of identity amongst themselves. It was 
arguably the repeated experience of observing such glances and minute gestures 
which thickened, and ossified the selves-as-readers of children in Year 6. This 
indicates that the stories about reading which the children read off from their 
experiences in school are difficult for them to manoeuvre. They remain intact and 
are hard to resist with counter narratives; agency is restricted.
The way in which the children utilise and reconstitute discourses on race and 
ethnicity, as well as on the hierarchies of reading are significant in that they are 
used as sites of resistance to the ‘truths’ they find in the those narratives- 
resistance in the form, for example Akoji of ‘turning white’, or Leyla, who is not 
good at reading, is nonetheless good at art. Corsaro and Eder (1990) argue that 
children undertake a form of interpretive reproduction, in that they appropriate 
aspects of the adult social world and make them their own. What we decisively 
know from the children at Three Chimneys is that children clearly apprehend the 
structures of achievement and assessment they meet in school, and that such 
reflection and use of structures is evidence of agency. The use made by the 
children of discourses, as I have argued, is also highly context specific, so for 
example people can change colour but only in the context of friendship, and this is 
further evidence of agentic action.
8.8 Race, racial identity and racism
As highlighted at the start of this thesis, one of the key themes I wanted to explore 
was reading and identity in the lives of minority children. A key finding of this 
research relates to the significance that very young children read into skin colour. 
The children saw skin colour as important in their social interactions with each 
other. Race was used to Other different others (Ali, 2003) but also to create 
allegiances and togetherness- for example in Aliyah and Roxanne’s interview the 
girls spoke together, on behalf of each other about what “we” think. In Besag’s 
(2006) and Milan’s (1991) research, part of the work done by girls in producing 
their friendships was concerned with othering as a way of creating group
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cohesion. The girls were involved in similar processes in my research, but the 
divisions were based predominantly on appearance, and particularly on racialised 
categories. What emerged as significant in these children’s accounts was that they 
were acutely aware of differences in phenotype. This stands in contrast to 
previous research which claimed that children remain unaware of such 
distinctions until they are significantly older (Aboud and Levy, 2000). The 
children at Three Chimneys were also alert to the hierarchies of value attached to 
the different racial categories in Western European societies. They delineated race 
as a marker for ‘looking good;’ they demonstrated a desire to be friends with 
those who appeared in ways defined as desirable by them, around phenotype, as 
well as hair and style.
This opens up the question of whether children are mobilising racialised narratives 
in ways which sidestep their having racist meaning, or if they reproduce structures 
of racism, mediated through the frames of childhood. As I argued in chapter six, 
the power, and perhaps in particular the punitive power of such language may 
have held appeal for the children, and this was particularly salient within the 
context of school.
I do not think the children strictly reproduced racist discourse but rather that they 
used its affordances in ways which were useful for their own concerns; in 
particular worth and status and desired identity, friendship, notions of physical 
attractiveness and aesthetics. They used these narratives with imagination and 
creativity. It is also important to note that the children in this study mould and 
reshape skin colour. They note its power to stigmatise but deny its permanent 
impact, as individuals are seen to possess fluidity of skin colour, in the context of 
managing relationships with those in their class. I argue this was done partly 
through childhood narratives of transformation which the children had access to - 
through television, film, books, folk and fairy stories. Such narratives involve 
characters who magically change, like Cinderella.
The children treated people and objects as highly fluid, in order that they could 
meet their own criteria, for example for Emilio, a friend could ‘be brown’ not 
Black and therefore become accepted and acceptable. The children are involved in
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‘syncretism,’ (Gregory, 2012), the active accretion of different narratives, in order 
to create a new narrative of their own, but more than this, they use childhood 
creativity and appropriate childhood fictions to make these narratives theirs.
This all gives us the impression that the children understood racial categories and 
mores largely as they were formulated in the adult world. There remained, either 
through their lack of familiarity with biological narratives or their resistance to 
them- a space in which to manoeuvre ‘facts’, if not attitudes to race. Perhaps the 
children’s unfamiliarity with such narratives in fact were freeing in the sense that 
they did not operate within fixed expectations according to what is ‘known’ 
scientifically. What I mean to say is that, as I argued in chapters one and two, 
there are certain scientific and cultural narratives which are held to be true in the 
social world, both on reading, but also on race- that suggest for example there are 
Black/white binaries or such a thing as an ‘authentic Black person’ (Ali, 2003, 
p. 167). Unfamiliarity with the purported ‘truth’ of such narratives gave the 
children different ways of using them for their own ends- to change Black to 
white, to make friends “not Black” and to deny and rescue themselves and others 
by the use of magical discourses from what they perceived to be a negative aspect 
of cultural capital-Blackness.
The ways the children made meaning of race were unconventional to adult 
assumptions and were different from adult folk concepts of race. Ali (2003) 
argues that in young children’s narratives about ethnicity there is space for 
narratives other than dominant folk adult ones about race, before more stringent 
ones in adolescent years solidify and take hold. The children appear to do one 
thing and say another- there may of course be little that is particular to childhood 
about this. Racialised narratives and perceptions in the adult world are notoriously 
precarious and shifting, (Knowles, 2003, Ifekwunigwe, 1999, Ali, 2003) and 
indeed it is their contingency and contradictory nature which characterises them 
both in the social world and in theory. The children’s developing theorisation of 
race is no post race imaginary, however, as the categories maintain real power in 
their lives; they use them and are positioned by them.
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National identity mingled with notions of race and ethnicity, however, where 
children recognised themselves as and were proud to be Somali, or Bangladeshi, 
and to lay claim to place and culture beyond the confines of the classroom and the 
estate in London where they lived; We learnt from the data, however, that in just 
the same way that there was a ‘discreditable identity’ (Plummer, 1975,p. 93) 
associated with poor reading, so there was with dark skin for the children, and 
they sought to deflect and avoid association with it. Nonetheless ‘home’ provided 
affordances and a different narrative about self, identity and place for non-white 
and minority children. Whiteness, meanwhile, was used in children’s talk as 
valuable and laid claim to. It was phenotype in particular which was used as a 
powerful means of Othering.
I explored briefly in chapter seven the possible affordances created by this 
articulation of preference for white skin through the application of feminist 
psychoanalytical theory, in particular mimesis (Irigaray, 1985) and a feminist 
appropriation of Lacan’s concept of italicisation (Lacan, 1966). Perhaps the 
children appropriate these discourses because of the seductions of the power and 
authority they hold. The use of such discourses opens up an ability to state taste 
and preference from within an authoritative voice, and to resist certain identities 
of ‘Othered’ status. The comparative casualness of the way in which they 
appropriate these narratives indicates the fluidity of their subjectivities on the one 
hand, and the investments they make in certain identities on the other (Hollway, 
2001).
I argue that the dominant discourses go beyond reproduction and interpretive 
reproduction, as the children make sense of the world, and their own, distinct 
narratives, and are therefore not cultural dupes. The children accept and at the 
same time make slippery the racial categorisations of the individual in question 
when in the context of friendship. Solomos and Back (1995) argue that the 
contingency of race is a way of countering it; therefore there is subversive 
potential, and potential for challenge, in the children’s destabilising of racial 
categories, particularly in the context of their talk about friendships at school.
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It is worth emphasising the point that in their ‘real’ worlds of classroom and 
playground, children’s actions were more complex and contradictory in their 
relations with Blackness and whiteness than what they said in the context of 
reading books in interviews. Ali (2003) however points out that ‘race implies a 
way of categorising people’, (p. 177) categorisation being something I have argued 
that on many levels the children are wholly preoccupied with; and in this line of 
argument, their categorisations are indeed a form of racism, or at least a use of 
racist language in their interactions at school with books in their everyday lives. 
Such categorisations are enacted and maintained in what the children read off 
from the books in their interviews, and in their talk more broadly.
8.9 Faithed identities
Faith was rendered salient in the children’s lives, and they used Mirror, which 
evoked prayer to many of the Muslim children, as a starting point for these 
conversations. Gregory et al (2012) talk about children’s ‘faith literacies’ which 
are afforded little space in school. My findings confirm theirs; that the child is the 
connection between the two worlds of community/faith literacy, and school 
literacy; it is the child who ‘knows’ the most about both and yet is rarely if ever 
asked to make connections or reflect upon this within school generally or in their 
literacy learning (Gregory et al, 2012). The children linked faith to a sense of 
place but also to migration and nationality, and to self. We gain a sense that the 
children live in pluralistic social worlds, and part of what is relevant for them is 
both foreignness and familiarity, and their constant shifts of balance between the 
two. They equally know the social worlds of London and of diasporic spaces, that 
is to say where families have migrated from, but where extended family still 
remain, such as Bangladesh. For those for whom it is not possible to ‘return’ or 
even to ‘visit’ it is clear that memories and ‘knowings’ are passed on as family 
stories.
Entwined within children’s talk about faith was their talk about the politics of the 
visual, (Rowley, 2009) related in particular to Muslim women’s dress. The 
meanings that young Muslim girls- who saw their future as being one where they 
would wear Hijab - made of such dress, and their talk about it is a distinct finding
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in this research. Like children in Valentine and Sporton’s research (2009), the 
children saw a Muslim identity as a unifying one, which created a sense o f 
cohesion and closeness, where otherwise they were cultural outsiders to the 
‘mainstream/whitestream culture’ (Koemer and Abel, 2011, p. 12). In addition to 
this, the children in Three Chimneys were religious outsiders in the latently 
Christian ethos of the primary school, which I go on to discuss later, and they 
attended what Ofsted saw as a ‘failing’ school. The children navigate carefully 
around these ‘multiple jeopardies’ (Goodman, 1996, p. 122) where the ‘thing not 
to be’ in the children’s eyes could be ‘being Black’ or ‘being’ at the ‘bottom of 
the class’.
The work of avoidance of such contamination through the use of faithed 
discourses is unclear in its origin, though we can speculate it comes from a 
combination of school, home and community language school, as well as peers. 
We do know children drew upon orderings, and more particularly Otherings as 
part of their identity construction. Lawler argues ‘identities are conferred on 
subjects, so that they are marked as normal or abnormal, as wrong or right’ (2004, 
p. 111). Such tendencies to find norms and the normative are part of school codes 
of behaviour (Davies, 2011). There are strong cultural blueprints for learning, 
comportment and ‘ways of being’ a pupil. The hegemony of one ‘right’ way to be 
a pupil, to be good at reading and, mostly, to ‘know’ the right answers was clear 
in the children’s narratives. There was, however, also competition among them to 
gain the hegemony of ‘being right’ both about their Arabic and Qur'anic learning 
out of school, and in their classroom competence at school.
8.10 The poor reader and policy
In terms of policy implications, I suggest work with multicultural books could be 
used to talk about representation and racism, since we know young children use 
racialised dominant folk narratives. Exposing fissures between practice- such as 
whom children play with at school- and what they say about different Others- 
could be a starting point for discussion. The slipperiness of racial categories, and 
how children use them could also be a starting point. This needs to start much
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younger than currently dictated in policy (Year 6), instead in Key Stage One with 
five-six year olds. Providing opportunities to reflect upon these contradictions 
might be made through reading multicultural picturebooks. Challenging prejudice 
in children means contravening other dominant folk narratives about what 
children ‘are’: innocent and unformed, and may not readily or easily be taken up 
in practice. Therefore teacher education may also be required.
Orality is a skill already embedded in children’s home lives. Storytelling could be 
used as a way of bridging home and school literacies, building on what children 
know. Inviting parents into school to tell oral stories from their cultures could be a 
way to forge links; multicultural picturebooks could also have a place in this. 
Being differently able in languages other than English could be used a resource 
through topics and materials, such as picturebooks, used in both schools.
A reader-response (Rosenblatt, 1938/1994) based approach is particularly 
powerful in improving reading and should be enshrined in policy. Books depicting 
a range of cultural settings, and particularly wordless picturebooks, we know from 
this research can be powerful stimuli.
My starting point, as indicated in chapter one, was to consider the social 
construction of the Black child as the poor reader. The migrant child occupies the 
position at present, in the UK, and the migrant child is a raced- and gendered, one­
dimensional figure, in the eyes of policy makers. The question of who the poor 
reader is remains a complex and pluralistic one. The key critique against using the 
term ‘poor reader’ lies in its homogenising effect; as we have seen the group is 
disparate, if it exists at all. I argue that the term, and the focus on poor readers 
only scratches the surface of the issues involved with reading and learning to read; 
I have shown through this thesis, with its focus on the perspectives of the child 
experiencing learning to read in the English classroom how complex the matters 
at hand are.
The National Curriculum, with its strictly ordered strands, units and blocks, and 
assessments, may contribute to the idea that there is one ‘right’ way to read, and 
therefore to be a good reader, as understood by the children. Davies and Harré 
(2000) argue that ‘labels themselves are constitutive of the forms that power
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might take’ (p.67). It is against the prescribed curriculum strata that the ‘poor 
reader’ is constructed- as they fail in the units and blocks to ‘do’ reading ‘well’.
There remains in school a palimpsest of discourses of Christian authority, and a 
Protestant work ethic, the premise is that if you work hard you can achieve well. 
This research offers some insights into the complex social configurations that 
render those premises dubious. Teacher and school racism which was discussed in 
chapter two, and is argued by those who have researched it to be so pervasive, 
does not show clearly in the data which I presented. The curriculum materials, 
however, and perhaps the system in place itself reproduces the inequalities, and 
little reflection, if any, on these processes took place in the school. Rather than 
straightforward racism the teachers worked with expectations about ‘that’ child 
from a certain family, or about language ‘barriers’ from home. There was little 
reflexivity about an entirely white British staff teaching a student population 
where only two per cent of children were white British; the way this was ‘normal’ 
and unquestioned raises issues about recruitment, but also about the silence over 
such topics among staff and with children. The poor reader at Three Chimneys 
was the child who did not ‘do’ as they were supposed to within school reading 
frames- decode text and answer questions in a set of prescribed ways, or pick up 
cues from the teacher as part of the culture of the classroom.
The data generated in this study lead us to a further insight which might have 
implications for practice interventions with some minority children. “Book 
learning” has moral authority for the Muslim children who attended Qur'anic 
classes outside of school, in contrast to those raised in more secular traditions 
which have become an ordinary part of childhoods, and the social world, 
particularly in the West today. If English Primary schools could build on 
children’s own cultural view of the importance of literacy, then progress with- 
‘poor readers’ might improve.
There are other implications too. Skeggs argues that not identifying with being 
part of the middle class ‘equals an experience of the knowledge of always not 
being “right” ‘(Skeggs, 2002, p.90). I want to argue that the experience of being 
not part of the latently Christian ethos of the primary school has a similar and
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profound implication for children and the poor reader. While Skeggs’ focus was 
on class, I argue that applying her ideas more broadly to the children in this 
research produces useful insights. The poor reader, through this lens, then is
positioned as a non-Christian, non-white, working class child.
In terms of what I have argued about class in this thesis, I believe that to gather 
such threads and knit them into too intricate a matrix moves away from what 
meanings the children made of class in the data; in short this would be to 
overanalyse. It is, however, possible to draw upon the points I made in chapter 
three- that the school population is assessed through government measures as 
multiply marginalised, and disadvantaged, and to try and build a picture of what 
the children made of their positionality in relation to this. Government measures 
of socio-economic status- principally income and housing deprivation- and 
thereby, arguably of class too, are not so easily mapped onto the families who 
lived on the Three Chimneys estate. As we know from the children’s talk in 
chapter seven, that they had multiple sources of cultural capital, having travelled 
and visited their home countries, as well as linguistic capital. Families saved up 
money in order to travel on flights ‘home’ several times a year, so material 
markers of poverty such as housing deprivation with many children sharing one 
room, for example, were thrown into relief by frequent long haul flights, and the 
ways in which resources were garnered and used, for example to send money 
‘home’. Therefore, to read classed assumptions off from the children, or to talk 
about their own notions of class is fraught. We know the children reacted with 
strong emotion to a sense of failure in reading and sought consoling narratives; 
perhaps their narratives of travel were put forward as an affordance for the school 
they attended, though it is only possible to speculate on this, as the children did 
not discuss it explicitly.
The children’s readings of race, and the meanings they made of faith, as we saw in 
chapters four, six and seven, were gendered. Girls used representations of racial 
Others as a way of working through their own gendered subjectivities, and their 
positionalities in relation to others. What the children concentrated on, and how 
this was managed was gendered. For example, the struggle for hegemonic
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masculine status (Connell, 1995, p.2) was inflected through reading competencies 
in one excerpt; this too may have been classed. As I discussed in chapter five, 
Hakim sought to be a ‘proper’ boy through showing he was not trying too hard; 
the way in which he embedded this in ‘ street language’ shows intersections of 
class and gender in the sense that the production of such language, and of such a 
classed and gendered subjectivity was also not one which was middle class, and 
therefore this had credence in the school in which Hakim found himself. He 
sought to show he succeeded effortlessly. Other gendered and faithed aspects such 
as girls’ knowings about Hijab were less clearly classed. Skeggs (2004) argues 
classed belonging is also about a sense of ‘getting it right’, (p. 90). The girls at 
Three Chimneys needed to show they ‘knew’ about Hijab, but I argue again this 
was more linked to the politics of the visual and veiling practices which they were 
negotiating as part of their religious identities rather than classed ones, though 
classed, faithed, raced and gendered aspects of subjectivity no doubt overlap.
Thinking about policy more broadly, the generalisability of these research 
findings is limited, though they are able to provide a critical analysis on aspects of 
educational policy related to primary school literacy. What my analysis of the data 
suggests is related most significantly to multicultural agendas. I discussed in 
chapter four the assertions made by a range of authors about the need for 
curriculum resources- in this case the children’s school books- to contain 
multicultural references, and most particularly visual images presenting different 
ethnicities. The analysis presented here makes it clear that the children in the 
research did not have such multicultural agendas as part of their responses to 
visual images of a range of cultures and people. It also indicates that the children 
brought their own prejudicial opinions and values to those images. Their reactions 
were anything but open and liberal, but also were not simplistic or without 
understandings of currents which circle around matters of racial difference. They 
did indicate the pervasiveness of mass produced images and stories- often related 
to American television and film productions. This in itself is significant, and we 
need to know more about the opposing images and discourses that children’s 
stories from ‘home’ provide. Children were concerned with fitting in, and having 
friends at school; policy instead concerns itself with reading scores and
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quantitative measures seen to mark improvements, far removed from children’s 
social and emotional concerns.
Education policy and school authorities position ‘good’ reading through a set-'of 
competencies composed of decoding text, speaking about books in ways that are 
in line with the authorities of the teacher, and making meaning from books in talk 
and reading. The children, when talking about reading, do so from within the 
context of the world of school, but they also bring their own concerns from out "of 
school to the book.
The Department of Education’s incoming literacy primary curriculum draft 
document (2013) includes an emphasis on speaking and listening skills. The 
implication of placing strong emphasis here is that speaking and listening are 
skills lacking in children’s lives. In this research, however, children emerge as 
capable of listening and making complex meanings from what they hear. They are 
also- when asked and given the opportunity to talk- competent to make 
complicated points about the world in which they find themselves and the others 
who populate it. It was clear in this study that children at Three Chimneys 
positioned as having reading deficits- such as Amir, Emma, Salim and Tina- were 
able to reflect in " complex ways about their lives outside school, and about 
reading, showing they were neither cultural dupes, nor naive. The range of 
narratives and narrative styles which they drew upon may, of course, not be 
‘school approved’. The sorts of speaking and listening skills, prescribed by the 
government, just like those for reading, are assessed by narrow competence 
measures which require particular kinds of performances in classrooms.
As children’s views and opinions are not asked and are silenced in policy, the 
child is positioned as passive. If we recognise and value the complex multiple 
skills that the child requires as they make the connection between two dynamic 
worlds of home and school, progress can be secured both in children’s reading 
from the school’s perspectives, but also different skills might be considered and 
drawn upon for the children’s assessments of success by teachers. Such skills 
were demonstrated in abundance by children in this research when they were 
given the opportunity to display them. The ‘code switching’ (Gregory, 1996, p .12)
232
competencies that children who develop the abilities involved in speaking across 
two worlds and reading across .different alphabets, religions principles and 
cultures could be better valued in a.globalised world. A negative model where 
they are seen as needing ‘intervention’ in speaking and listening, which fails to 
recognise this ‘code switching’ (Gregory, 1996, p. 12) and its potential carries 
little power for change.
8.11 Conclusion
This thesis began from a commitment to listening to children and taking what they 
said seriously. It began from the principle that children can reflect on their 
understandings of complex social worlds in which they find themselves. Data 
generated by children made clear that those initial assumptions were justified as 
the children in the research offered their views and their understandings with 
enthusiasm, jumps of joy and considered the interlinked worlds of home and 
school that they occupied and travelled across. They revealed commitments both 
to London and other places, and a grasp of what they possessed and what they 
were dispossessed of.
From a research agenda perspective, the way forward is surely through further 
serious consideration of what children involved have to say about research that is 
done about and with them. Children’s multiple literacies- faithed, multi-lingual 
and schooled- need further illumination. The issue of racism in children cannot be 
ignored. Essentially, I agree with Connolly (1998) that children are not only aware 
of racist language, they are already using it from a young age, and therefore there 
is scope, and a need to address this with younger children than policy currently 
dictates. I argued in the first chapter that the way in which theory about identity is 
formed in the literature is not comprehensible from children’s viewpoints where 
race and ethnic identity is concerned- in the sense that it is not articulated in terms 
which come from within the worlds of children, and such theorisations do not 
convey children’s everyday experiences of identity and ethnicity. Having 
considered the data gathered, and the themes that emerged, I argue this case more 
strongly.
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As Renold (2005) argued, if we want to change children’s perceptions, in terms of 
addressing children’s sexist and homophobic attitudes, we need to slough off 
ideas about children’s innocence- but we also need to take time to listen to them 
seriously. If we begin with what children make of people represented in books, we 
recognise how far off track the policy in place is. We see from the data presented 
in this thesis that children looking at and reading multicultural books alone does 
not challenge the prejudices which are rampant in a whole society. The 
differences between the policies which construct the child who is the object of 
these literacy interventions, and the children we met through the data are stark. 
The assumptions about the ‘needs’ of such children- that they should be met with 
brown skinned Others like them- follows a certain logic. The problem is that it 
does not consult the children in question, and therefore makes oddly discordant 
recommendations given the concerns children raise when they are listened to 
seriously, and their views about reading, school and identity are accounted for.
The specific ways in which policy and children’s narratives are discordant are 
caused by the position from which they commence and the discourses they 
employ; the children read their own concerns from within their social worlds at 
school, matters they wish to work through- identity, friendship, and school 
success, as well as their own individual and family stories which they bring to and 
read off from books. I argue that for the children, reading is an emotional realm, 
but that they also used the interviews as spaces to discuss complex issues; matters 
which preoccupied them and which were slippery, and inevitably, involved strong 
emotions. Policy, having not consulted children, operates within rigid frames 
which draw heavily on socio-technical and curative discourses on the matter of 
reading, where stage theory remains a silent actor, indicating different things are 
appropriate for different age groups and assuming children are not competent to 
comment on the matters at hand, or as service users who never provide feedback. 
Well-meaning adults evoke an image used at the start of this thesis by Prout and 
James (1997) of seeing children as exotic, or a bounded tribe, as Zeitlyn and 
Mand (2012) argue rather than consulting and considering what they see as 
valuable. Such an approach is crucial in this research and future research with 
children. The importance to the children of the research, and the enjoyment they
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expressed in leaping and shouting whoops when it was their turn to be interviewed 
is a testament to that.
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APPENDIX la
INTERVIEW TOPICS FOR PEER INTERVIEWS (1st ROUND 
OF INTERVIEWS).
These questions are supplementary prompts to support older children, if necessary 
through the interview process:
1.) Which book would you like to look at first?
2.) What do you think the book is going to be about?
3.) Has anything like that ever happened to you?
4.) Can you tell me about the people on the front cover?
5.) What is your favourite book?
6.) Who is in your favourite book?
7.) Would you like any help with reading (to be offered at intervals i f  
relevant)?
8.) Who can you see in the picture? Who is not in the picture?
9.) Does this picture remind you o f anything?
10.) Can you think o f anything you could ask your partner about the book (to either 
child)?
10.) What are the people doing (in an illustration) do you think?
11.) Is there anything/ anyone missing from this book do you think?
12.) What do you think is happening between us turning the pages?
13.) What do you think is going to happen next?
14). Can I  turn the page?
15.) What did you think was the most important part o f the book?
16.) What did you think about the characters in the book?
17.) How was it interviewing someone?
18.) What was it like being interviewed?
APPENDIX lb: RESEARCHER LED QUESTIONS (2nd ROUND OF 
INTERVIEWS)
Questions here aim to reflect upon and develop points made in first interviews, 
and to discuss reading as a practice in school:
1.) From your first interview, which book did you like best? What is better about 
this one?
2.) Who might you choose to be friends with in this book?
3.) I f  you were this character, how might you be feeling?
4.) Which o f these books would you most like to learn to read with?
5.) What do you think about the books you have in your classroom?
6.) I f  y  ou could choose what books to have in school to read, what would they be?
7.) Tell me about reading at school, what do you like or not like?
8 ) Are there any things you like to read which are not in school?
9.) I f  y  ou read outside school, what do y  ou read?
10.) What makes a good reader?
11.) Why do you think some people are better at reading than others?
12.) Do you think it is important for there to be people who look like you in books 
you learn to read with?
13.) Tell me about being interviewed, how did you find  it?
APPENDIX 1c: QUESTIONS FOR PARENTS
1.) Tell me about your children’s reading.
2.) How was your own experience o f  learning to read? Was it similar to how your 
children learn or different?
3.) Tam interested in what sort o f  reading and learning children are doing outside 
school, can you tell me about that and your child?
4.) What sort o f things do they read? When?
5.) How have you found the school’s approach to teaching your child to read?
6.) What do think about the books your child is sent home with? How has he/she 
found them, and how have you found them?
7.) Do you know how they choose/get the books they bring home to read?
8.) There is an argument that says children need to see people like them in order 
to learn to read, what do you think about that?
9.) Do you know o f any other parents who might want to talk to me about reading 
and be interviewed?
238
APPENDIX Id:
INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARENTS FOR CHILDREN’S 
INTERVIEWS
D epartm ent o f  Socio logy  
U niversity  o f  Surrey  
G uildford , Surrey G U 2 7X H  U K  
J o  M oran-E llis  
T. +44 (0)1483 686975
5lh September 2010
Dear P arents/C arers,
I am writing to invite your child to take part in a study that I want to do in your ch ild ’ s class. It 
will look at children reading picture books. This leaflet tells you more about it.
Here are some questions and answers to explain a bit more about the project. If you have any more 
questions, please contact my supervisor or me. The phone numbers are at the bottom of the letter.
A fter these letters are sent out, I will be in school next Tuesday and Thursday if you want to talk to 
me about the project.
Q: What is the project about?
A: The project is part of my Ph.D , which is looking at children and picture books. I want to find out 
what children think about picture books at school. I want to find out if they like them , and what they 
think about them.
Q: What will it involve?
A: I will work with pairs o f children. I will read some picture books with the children, and then
discuss the books with them. I will ask questions about the story and the pictures. A fter th is, they will 
be able to draw a picture about the story. I will record what they say on a digital recorder. I will 
support them to be active in the project. O lder children will learn how to ask interview questions and
try interviewing a younger child in the school.
Q: How long will the project take?
A: I will come into school 2 times a week, on a Tuesday and a Thursday. I will interview each child
2 times in total. The interviews will last for about 2 0 -3 0  m inutes. This might mean I do not talk to 
your child about the books for a few  months. I will start off by just getting to know the children and
reading with them.
Q: What if my child agrees to do the project at the start, and then doesn’t like it?
A: I hope that the project will be fun, interactive, and will give the children time to practice their
reading with an adult. But, if any child becomes upset in any way, I will stop the research straight 
away. I will ask the child if they would like to stop working on the project with me if they seem 
upset.
Q: When will the research take place?
A: During morning assembly time, or maybe at another time during the school day. The classteacher
will decide this.
Q: Where will the research take place?
A: In the school library
Q: What if I decide later that I don’t want my child to be involved?
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A: Both you and your child will have the choice to stop doing the project at any point. You do not
need to give a reason. Taking part is voluntary. Even if you agree for your child to be part of the
project, they will still have the choice not to take part on the day if they do not want to.
Q: What will my child gain from being part of the project?
A: Reading is seen  a s  something children need to get better at, within schools and by the government. 
This project aims to think about children learning to read. Part of the project is about making sure the 
child’s  voice is heard in a matter which affects them. This is often not the c a se  in public policy. Your 
child also will get to read new storybooks. They will have the chance to do som e ‘reading pictures’ 
(Visual Literacy). We know this can improve their reading and their creativity.
Q: How wHI the recordings be kept sa fe?
A: Your child will not be named in the research, and nor will the school. The information given to me
will only be used for the purpose of my Ph.D study, and other academ ic u ses such a s  if it were
published. The things you and your child say to me about the project will not be discussed  with
anyone e lse  in the school, or with any third, party.
Q: What will happen next?
A: P lease fill in the form at the back of this leaflet if you would like your child to take part in the
study, and hand it to your child’s  class teacher. Once I have all the forms back, I will go  into the
classroom to do som e reading with the children for a few w eeks, before I start to interview them.
Q: Whom should I contact if I have any questions?
A: My supervisor, Jo Moran Ellis on 01483  6 8 6 9 7 5 , or email: J.M oran-Ellis@ surrev.ac.uk.
I can be contacted on 0 7 9 6 6  512524  or email: a.scherer@ surrey.ac.uk
Thanks,
Lexie Scherer.
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APPENDIX le: PARENTAL CONSENT FORM -
Department of Sociology 
University of Surrey 
Guildford, Surrey GU2 7XH UK
Researcher: Lexie Scherer • 
T: 07966512524 
Supervisor: Jo Moran-Ellis 
T. +44 (0)1483 686975
I voluntarily agree for my child to take part in the study on children’s responses to 
picture books.
1. I have read and understood the information sheet provided. I have been given 
a full explanation by the researcher of the nature, purpose, location and likely 
length of the study and what my child will be expected to do.
2. I have read the information sheet and I understand the principles and 
procedures involved.
3. I understand that I will have the opportunity to ask questions on all aspects of 
the study, next Tuesday and Thursday, or by email and telephone at any time, 
and have understood the advice and information given at this stage as a result.
4. I am free to withdraw my child, or my child can withdraw themselves at any 
time from the study.
5. I understand that my child will not be named in the research and nor will the 
school.
6. The things my child says to you in the interviews will be treated as 
confidential unless I am legally obliged to share them.
7. I agree that I will not seek to restrict the use of the results of the study on the 
understanding that my child’s anonymity will be preserved.
Name of child (BLOCK CAPITALS) ____________________ _______________
Name of parent___________  .______      .
Date / /
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APPENDIX If: SUMMARY OF BOOKS
What follows is a summary of the books I provided for the initial round of 
interviews:-
Mirror (Baker, 2010) is a wordless picturebook which ‘reads’ in a novel way- it 
has two separate sections of pages, one which opens from left to right, the other 
from right to left. It bears the title in Arabic and English on the frontispiece. The 
book is made up of photographed collages of natural materials such as wood and 
wool. Mirror tells the story of a day in the life of two families. One depicts a 
white Australian family’s day doing DIY and buying a new rug for their house. 
The Moroccan side of the story carries the motif of the bright orange rug through 
it too, which is actually woven in the home depicted.
My Best Friend (Rodman, 2007) is a tale of young girls’ friendship from the 
viewpoint of six-year-old Lily, an African-American child, who goes to 
‘playgroup day at the neighbourhood pool’ (p.2). Lily decides she wants to be best 
friends with Tamika, who proves to be unkind and befriends another girl, Shanice. 
Keesha, a new girl at the pool, becomes friends with Lily, who then forgets all 
about Tamika.
Onyefulu’s (2006) One Big Family, Sharing life in an African village, unlike the 
other books used in this research,, has photographs rather than illustrations. It tells 
the story of Obioma, a child who lives in a village in Nigeria. The photographs 
and text depict everyday life in the village- friendships, siblings, sweeping and 
tidying, parents and their roles.
Mohindra’s Chunmun Finds Freedom (2006) is an Indian picturebook translated 
into English. It tells the story of two children and their mother, who find a bird 
with a broken leg, which they care for, feeding it and nursing it. They name the 
bird Chunmun. Eventually the bird recovers and flies away, but returns to visit the 
children.
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I now consider the Oxford Reading Tree books, all by Brychta and Hunt, used for 
the second round of interviews. All are reading ‘level 6’ (quite ‘low’, in order that 
all children could read them):
The Cold Day (2011) tells the story of a family trip to the seaside, where Biff, 
Chip, their parents, and their friends Wilf and Wilma go swimming in the sea, 
then get cold. Everyone tries various strategies to warm up, apart from Kipper 
who repeats, page after page, ‘I am cold’ and will not partake in warming races or 
games. When the ice-cream van arrives, however, he changes his tune, rushing 
there and asking for ice cream; suddenly he is not too cold.
By the Stream (2008) involves a family picnic by a stream, and one child’s teddy 
bear is dropped in the water by accident. Various tactics are used to try and 
retrieve it, such as grabbing it with a stick. Eventually dad goes into the water, and 
retrieves the bear, which is sopping wet -as is he- since he falls in. The bear is 
saved.
A Cat in the Tree (2008) depicts a tree outside Wilf and Wilma’s house. Their cat 
is chased up the tree by Floppy, their friend’s dog. Once up the tree, the cat is 
stuck. Different tactics are used to try and help it down. A ladder is used, but then 
the branch is too thin, so that Wilf, who has climbed into the tree to help the cat, 
becomes stuck in the tree himself. The cat meanwhile has leapt down to safety and 
watches Wilf from a safe distance.
APPENDIX lg: 
CHILDREN’S 
ASSENT FORM
ASSENT FORM FOR CHILDREN
Dear
Would you like to help me with my picturebook project?
Put your sticker here if you would like to join in 
my project
Put your sticker here if you don't want to join in 
my project
Please write your name
here_________________________________________
I am taking part in Lexie's study about reading and 
picturebooks.
Lexie's signature:
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APPENDIX lh: INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARENT INTERVIEWS
D epartm ent o f  Sociology  
University o f Surrey  
G uildford, Surrey GU2 7X H  UK  
Researcher: Lexie Scherer  
T: 07966512524  
Supervisor: Jo M oran-Ellis 
T .+44 (0)1483 686975
Dear Pa rents/Carers,
I am writing to invite you to take part in this section of my study. It involves 
parents' opinions and experiences of reading with your child. This study has 
been reviewed and been given a favourable ethical opinion by the University 
of Surrey ethics committee. If you have any more questions, please contact 
my supervisor or me. The phone numbers are at the bottom of the letter. I 
will be in school every Tuesday and Thursday if you want to talk to me about 
the project.
Q: W hat will it involve?
A: I will ask questions about your experiences of reading with your child, and 
of the books they are given at school, along with the books you have at 
home. If it is ok with you, I will record the conversation on a digital recorder. 
It will take about half an hour to 45 minutes, at a time and place convenient 
to you. I would be happy to come to your home, or we could arrange to have 
the interview at school.
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Q: How will the recordings be kept safe?
A: Your name will be changed in the research, and so will the school's. The 
information given to me will only be used for the purpose of my Ph.D study, 
and other academic uses such as if it were published. The things you say to 
me about the project will not be discussed with anyone else in the school, or 
with any third party.
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APPENDIX li:
LETTER TO TEACHERS AND SUPPORT STAFF
{ UNIVERSITYOFl
SURREY
Department of Sociology 
University of Surrey 
Guildford, Surrey GU2 7XH UK 
Researcher: Lexie Scherer.
T: 07966512524 
Supervisor: Jo Moran-Ellis 
T. +44 (0)1483 686975
Dear _________ _
I am about to start the research part of my Ph.D study which is about children 
reading picturebooks, and part of this is going to be in your classroom. This study 
has been reviewed and been given a favourable ethical opinion by the University 
of Surrey Ethics Committee.
I want to say first of all that I will do all I can to ensure that the work I will be 
doing for my project will not get in the way of the teaching and other 
responsibilities you have in the classroom. My priority is to work alongside you 
flexibly, in a way that does not interfere with the curriculum requirements the 
children need to meet during the school day, or other demands such as hymn 
practice sessions. I want to work in collaboration with you at all stages in the 
process, both in terms of where I do the research, when it happens at times in the 
school day, and which children I work with. If the way in which I work proves to 
be disruptive to the children, or to you, please do not hesitate to discuss and 
rearrange it with me. I am more than happy to discuss this with you at any stage.
This letter aims to give you some information about the project I will be doing, in 
terms of what I plan to do, and why, with how many children, and when. Please 
do not hesitate to contact either me, or my supervisor on the phone numbers/
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email addresses listed at the bottom of the letter if you have any further questions 
about the project.
Before I start the main part of the research, I want to just observe the children 
through participant observation- this will last for around 1 short term (6 weeks). 
The main part of the research is planned as follows:
-To work with all children from your class if that is ok with their parents. I want to 
work with the children in pairs.
-The children will be given an information sheet which I will read with them, telling 
them about the project, and then if they want to take part (I will make it clear that 
participating is voluntary) they will put a sticker in a box on a sheet which says they 
would like to be involved in the project.
-If they have agreed to take part, I will go over the ground rules- that the children will 
have to take it in turns to speak, and that we all listen to each other, but that also they 
can leave if they do not want to take part in the project.
-I will explain that if they change their minds after starting the project with me, they 
will have to go and sit quietly with a book (I don’t want them to disrupt the rest of the 
class, unless we have previously agreed that the children should rejoin the class when 
they have finished).
-I will read a book with the children, taking time for them to comment on the pictures 
and the story, and then they will have the chance to draw/ write a personal response 
afterwards. I will record the children’s responses on a digital recorder. -
-I expect each of these paired interviews to take around 20-30 minutes- during 
morning assembly. It may depend upon the length of the book, as it takes longer to 
read some books than others.
-I plan to read the books with the children in the school library.
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-I am interested in the children’s responses to the books. My project is about the ways 
children respond to books they are given to read and how this forms their opinions of 
books, and of themselves as readers. Part of this is also concerned with whether 
children need to see other children like them represented in books in order to get 
interested in reading.
This is a brief outline of what I will do, if you would like further information or have 
any questions at all, you can call me:
Email me:
Or call my supervisor Jo Moran-Ellis:
or email:
Many thanks,
Lexie.
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APPENDIX lj: STICKERS
The intention was to provide stickers which did not give out pedagogical or 
‘teacherly’ messages such as those which were stuck in children’s books/on 
work/on their jumpers. These ‘school’ stickers bore messages such as ‘good 
effort’ or ‘well done’. The stickers I provided were visual only, and had pirates, 
cakes, and sparkly animals depicted on them, see below:
1. Cakes (Paperchase) 2. Pirates (Hamley ’s)
I H  fi*
a t
3. Pirates of The Caribbean© 4. Animals and bugs
{Paperchase).
(Disney).
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about 
children 
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z
-c
3
CD
3
n>
tn
5
m
fl>
O to
c l  m
m cu
rs TQ
l! toUl
APPENDIX 
Ik: CHILDREN'S 
INFORM
ATION 
SH
EET
use 
it for 
my 
project 
later.
in
CO ^
3  =
CD CO
E 7 o
sr' $— rt>
a  ^
1 1  
^  CL 
OJ (0 in Qj
H H  V)
II
o  3
g - f
QJ r-h
F I
c r  S '
fD
3
(0
3or
Q.
O
o
fD 3
^  fD
5 o
1 5
—s —
"  g -
"< QJ O m c *
IE
in
O fD 
O
s  a
ro =r
■g. ro1
I ^$  9i
" fD
*  a  
3 1 .
Z3
fD
fDQJ IQ
-< 5* — fD
fD »<
B  "qj
CL Z3 
—« Cl
3  QJ
I s  
£
c
S S i
|!
3  ^  — fD
i s
11 
7T 77
i i  
8
t |
QJ ~<
m  qj 
3  
CL
or
CO
=  zr 
cl m
l itn O
!?
II
fD i—« 
tn QJ
5" 3
Q ‘ 8
fD
3  -t
-<
1 $  
S- cr>
o"
3
fD
QJ in
QJ
H
“  Q j
CL
Q l£Ei QJ
F i ­
l l
QJ
in
QJ
n  
oT O
% -5  
8 8II
’ fD
fD
fD »  
CT fD 
O CL 
O
I I
a S
9 :5
3  fDP
QJ
m
IQo
3*
IQ
fD
QJ
3
CL
fD
QJ O  
(/) cn
O
O
QJ
3
CL
= 3 3
C —?
Q_
QJ
cn
fD
3
CLcn
QJ
cr
oc
3"
QJ
<—T
c
3-
3"
7T
QJcr
oc
zr
fD
cr
o
o
ST
C
1— 1 O  1— 1 
^  31 QJ
=  Q - 3
cr fD ^fD 3  3—« — • n, 
3 3 5 -
CQ 
2  2  2
Illi | l
R ' ^ airfDQJ
in
I!!3 q: fD$1^
i i -
§  aro cr ►-1
fll
ill1111
c
QJ 
3  
CL
zr
fD toLAlto
T
elephone: 07966512524
Supervisor em
ail: i.m
oran-ellis@
surrev.ac.uk
T
elephone: 01483 
689365.
m n
II
j—  1-1*
n> ST
X *
CO
m
QJ
Lnnzr
fD
fD
cn
I
QJ
p
C7T
fD C
^  s
ro =
—( CQ 
fD O
Fh CL
i s
CLQJ
C
QJ
CT 
O 
Ocn 7T
ii
C -hcn -c  
fD o
I !
II
fD Sa  =]
§  O
f  5' 
F- 0
3"
CQ
QJ
CT
OC
z r
fD
a
QJ
3
3
C“ ï
o
QJ
&
fD
3
CLcn
3" CL 
QJ O 
<  3  fD r-r
g  zr
Q fD
S - a
1 1  
cn 3
b  10
-5
I f
| l
-  9L
K =z r  u> 
g  ro =*
i s l
1 8 -  QJ 3
r-f" r-F
s  §
CT 3
<Jl O QJcn
HH“ hi
> CT 7T r-hCTFP lL 3 fDfD CT m fD
3
fD fr—1cn"0 —h QJC 3
s
fD
QJ
CL
0c |3 r-h §
o' CTfD 0c CO3*
% CL5"O c
fD
3
CLcn
§
CT
fD3
s ;  3  o
I  s iCO cn 
O §
CL
O3
r-F
C
3
CL
fD
c  O m- cn
QJ
f â
5
QJ
fD
7 f
3"
CO
CT
fD
fD ^
O fD cn
CT
QJ
w
C —h O3cn n "< cn
s
QJ
3
O
C a
cn cn r-hQJ QJ CT
*< LJC fD
QJ QJ3 CL CTfD3
CL 5c- 3
1—1 CT fD 0
§ 3* r-h
3
CO O —»QJ 3
3r-h c C QJO
C
3  °2 . QJ 
% m 
■rr 3
Ex
CO cn 
3  C
fD
I I
Œ  £
r» ro
III
fD fD §  
cn
O
Oc CD
O ^  
CT
O <
3  n>
fD QJ 
O =
ro s;
II
1 
O fD
1
i§
i til
0  Cl
1  o
?!
o |
fD CL 
fD QJ
a  i
3  iQ
Œ  QJ
3
CO K>V iu>
APPENDIX IL: INTERVIEW PAIRS
Interview number (1st 
interviews): .
Participants name Age
1 Molly io
Kylie 7
2 George 10
Emilio 6
3 Mudiwa 11
Harriet 7
4 Aliyah 6
Sasha 10
5 Tina 6
Emma 10
6 Samuel 7
Kent 10
7 Matthew 7
Hussein 10
8 Rowan 11
Zoe 7
9 Tahira 10
Camilla 6
10 Salman 11
Ben 7
11 Angelica 11
Shada 7
12 Tamvia 7
Jessica 10
13 Lorren 6
Florence 11
14 Gufor 10
Malik 6
15 Hakim 10
Yusef 7
16 Lulu 10
Renu 6
17 Fahaz 10
Salim 6
18 Aadab 11
- Leyla 6
19 Akoji 7
Zora 11
20 Roxanne 6
Amana 10
21 Sabeen 6
Isabel 10
22 Evan 6
Arvitas 10
23 Lesley
Nicole
6
10
24 Muni 10
Sanaa 6
25 Rahim 7
Sayeed 10
26 Nicholas 10
Imran 6
27 Jamall 10
Dodi 6
28 Nawaz 10
Abdi 6
29 Suraj 10
Akram - 6
Interview letter (2nd
interviews):
a Molly 7
Leyla 7
b Camilla 6
Renu 6
c Sabeen 6
Akoji 7
d Harriet 7 .
Zoe 7
e Aliyah 7
Roxanne 7
f Hakim 11
Nicholas 11
Kent 11
g Ben 7 ;
Shada 7
h Matthew 7
Samuel 7
i Emilio 6
Evan 7
j Rahim 7
Imran 7
Jamall 7
k Sanaa 7
Tina 7
Tamvia 7
1 Sasha 10
Aadab 11
Jessica 11
m Lorren 7
Lesley 7
n Malik
Salim
Dodi
6
6
6
o Suraj 10
Fahaz 11
Nawaz 11
P Akram 7
Yusef 7
q  ... Isabel
Nicole
r Mudiwa
Zora
Rowan
s Tahira
Kylie
t Angelica
Lulu
u Emma
Muni
Florence
V George 10
Salman 11
Parents:
Oluwadara- mother of Harriet in Year 2 
Shameem- mother of Zora in Year 6 
Alaila- mother of Leela in Year 5
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** 
Year 6 
children 
who 
did 
not have 
second 
interview
s: 
Hussein 
(Irdqi, 10).
Total
Year 2
Year 6
59 30 29 No. of 
children 
in 
year group
58 30 to - oo*
No. children 
interview
ed 
(1st round 
of 
interviews)
55 30(=15
interview
s)
25 
(=in 
10 
interview
s**)
No. children 
interview
ed 
(2nd round 
of 
interviews)
56 30 26 No. ethnic 
m
inority 
children 
interview
ed
Girls: 16 
Boys: 14
Girls: 16 
Boys: 12
G
ender
M
uslim
: 23 
H
indu: 1 
Christian: 6
M
uslim
: 21 
Christian: 7
R
eligion
os  to
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